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Regardless of their feelings on the merits of the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (commonly called the ACA), HR 

executives would be wise to analyze the failed website rollout as a wakeup call on how not to lead a project. The program’s 

unmet expectations, incorrect information, and missed deadlines have contributed to distrust of the country’s current leaders 

and doubts about their leadership ability. Those same problems, however, can plague any one of the myriad projects that 

cross an HR leader’s desk, such as ramping up recruitment for a new facility or seasonal hiring, rolling out a new HRIS system, 

planning a company move, or merging operations. 

Define quality expectations. The ACA rollout illustrates how 
failure to meet quality standards can have serious negative conse-
quences and how the cost of preventing mistakes is typically much 
less than the cost of correcting mistakes. All projects are measured 
by their adherence to quality expectations, and internal HR proj-
ects are no exception to that rule. In fact, HR projects may be under 
even closer scrutiny, because everyone thinks they can do HR’s 
job (even though such efforts invariably lead to disastrous results!). 
Defining quality constraints (in areas such as meeting stakeholders’ 
needs, aligning with company culture, targeting customer needs, 
and providing accurate and consistent results) before the project 
begins will ensure teams understand that how goals are delivered is 
just as important as meeting them.

Pick the most-qualified team members. Every HR executive 
knows that many project teams are selected because of their avail-
ability, not their qualifications. If you want your project to succeed, 
though, you must have the best people working on it. 

Before picking your people, create a list of the skills needed 
for each task or group of tasks. Then evaluate each team member’s 
skill set against those lists. You should also evaluate potential team 
members’ ability to learn new things and work with others (criti-
cal attributes for anyone who’s part of a large team). Once you’ve 
selected your team, clearly define each person’s roles and responsi-
bilities, including a time frame for completion. 

Although it should not be the determining factor, availability 
is still important. Therefore, make sure that key team members’ 
priorities have been adjusted so they can give their best work to 
your project. 

To achieve better results for your own projects—and earn ac-
colades from senior management—heed the advice made famous by 
Norman Vincent Peale, author of The Power of Positive Thinking: “Plan 
your work, then work your plan.” In other words, don’t dive straight 
into anything without first figuring out where you’re going, then stick 
to that path. Taking a close look at the ACA implementation reveals 
lessons about what does (and doesn’t) work in project management. 
The key takeaways include:

Define the goal in absolute terms. Formalizing what is “in” and 
what is “out” forms the foundation of your project plan and provides 
direction to the various teams and departments involved in its imple-
mentation. Before the project starts, make sure everyone understands 
the goals, including deliverables and their requirements. Once the 
project is under way, keep teams focused on the project’s “core” goals 
and don’t let them get distracted by ancillary issues that can often 
pop up on large, complicated projects. 

Understand the performance/time/cost tradeoffs. In Improving 
Your Project Management Skills, Larry Richman writes, “You may 
want it good, fast, and cheap. Pick two!” A change to one limitation 
affects the other two. Even when a project has unlimited funding, 
money can go only so far: eventually, the project specifications will 
require sacrifices in time or performance.

In the case of the ACA implementation, the rollout was severely 
compromised from the outset because the project teams didn’t have 
time to test the system before going live. If you’ve launched a major 
HRIS system at your company, you know firsthand that shortening 
the testing window can be a fatal mistake. 
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Determine communication tactics for the team. Many project 
problems can often be traced to poor communication—or lack of a 
communication plan at all—within project teams. Project leaders 
typically spend 90% of their time focused on communication efforts 
both within the team and external to the team, but without a good 
strategy in place those efforts might be wasted. 

Defining communication expectations before the project kickoff 
puts communication on the project schedule and ensures that team 
members stay fully informed right from the beginning. More impor-
tantly, a good communication strategy enables early identification of 
problems—and their solutions.

An effective strategy addresses these questions:

 · Who will play what role in the team’s communication strategy?

 · What will be communicated within the team and when?

 · Where and how will the team communicate? 

 · What media will be used? 

 · How does the communication plan change if team members are 
spread across the USA (or are scattered around the world)?

Identify risks and constraints. The project leader’s goal is to 
anticipate what can go wrong two or three steps down the road, then 
attempt to mitigate those issues before they arise. The project leader 
must also manage customer expectations as risks (including those as-
sociated with ensuring the availability of resources such as employees, 
vendors, suppliers, technologies, and equipment) occur throughout 
the life of a project. Although throwing additional monies at resource 
constraints can be an option (see the second item on this list), even 
that strategy will eventually be self-limiting. 

Hold team members accountable. To make it easier to hold team 
members accountable for deliverables and timelines, get their buy-in 
on these issues before the project starts. Connect their involvement to 
the larger project and the success of the division (or company), and 
make it clear that you’ll regularly report the team’s progress to each 
member’s manager and to senior management. Give feedback to any 
team member who fails to meet deadlines—don’t ignore the problem 
or fill the gaps yourself. If his or her performance doesn’t improve, be 
persistent in pursuing a solution (which may involve escalating the is-
sue to higher-ups), particularly if the problem will affect the timeline 
or other project performance requirements. 

Communicate regularly with stakeholders. Several times dur-
ing the ACA rollout, key team members (including the president 
himself) communicated incorrect information. On projects with 
multiple stakeholders, a tight project schedule can make it difficult to 

keep track of who needs to be updated about what. To determine who 
should be informed as the project progresses, use a RACI (Respon-
sible, Accountable, Consulted, or Informed) matrix and stick to a 
consistent, easy, quick messaging system for project communications. 

 · Responsible: The person or role who does the work to complete 
the task.

 · Accountable: The person who signs off on the work that the 
responsible person produces.

 · Consulted: Those people who input is used to complete the task. 
(Communication with this group is typically two-way.)

 · Informed: Those people who are kept informed of the status of 
the task. (Communication with this group is typically one-way.)

Follow up and follow through. When problems, questions, or chal-
lenges arise, roll up your sleeves and get in the trenches to identify 
the necessary steps to get things back on track. If, before the project 
begins, you understand how the team will handle changes or setbacks, 
you’ll find it easier to react quickly to any problems that do appear.

Achieve closure: As you approach the project completion date, how 
will you know if the deliverables have been met to the specified qual-
ity standards? Get your client’s signoff that the project was completed 
to his or her satisfaction. Then conduct a post-implementation audit 
so future teams can learn from your mistakes—and successes. 

Time will tell if the early problems of the ACA rollout can be 
overcome and what their long-term effects will be. Whether the ACS 
ultimately proves a success or failure, though, project managers 
everywhere can learn a great deal by analyzing what happened. By 
paying attention to those lessons—and to the ten strategies described 
here—you can make sure that your own projects succeed every time!

Valerie Grubb of Val Grubb & Associates Ltd. (www.valgrubbandassociates.
com) is an innovative and visionary operations leader with an exceptional ability 
to zero in on the systems, processes, and personnel issues that can hamper a 
company’s growth. Grubb regularly consults for mid-range companies wishing to 
expand and larger companies seeking efficiencies in back-office operations. Her 
expertise and vibrant style are also in constant demand for corporate training 
classes and seminars. She can be reached at vgrubb@valgrubbandassociates.com.

IF YOU FAIL TO  
PLAN, YOU ARE 

PLANNING TO FAIL.
— Benjamin Fr anklin
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