
 

 

Letter from the Scheduler  
The Passion 
Now that the chapter is in the capable hands of Duff Bailey I have time to write about my 
favorite project management topic, scheduling.  This passion originated in the 70’s while 
supporting IBM’s clients who were struggling to install and program the new world of 
mainframes.  Everything we did was a project, some extremely large, political and 
expensive.  A powerful way to control a project was to represent the work in a schedule 
that participants agreed to and then to track and report progress to the team, sponsors, and 
stakeholders.  The power of the schedule to leverage the influence of management 
fascinated me. 

In the 70’s schedules were done by hand, but in the 80’s, with the introduction of the PC, 
serious scheduling tools began to appear.  There were mainframe tools but the PC tools 
were better.  Today scheduling is a time-honored subset of project management in many 
organizations.  You can Google project scheduling companies and find a long list of 
schedulers for hire.   

Who Takes Projects and Their Schedules Seriously? 
Utilization of professional schedulers is usually a function of how critical project success 
is to the bottom line.  For example, construction, engineering, and defense contracting 
companies doing large complex projects for clients either hire a scheduling firm to build 
and maintain their schedules, or they have a resident staff of schedulers.  They rarely 
expect the project manager to be skilled enough with the software to do that work and 
prefer them to focus instead on execution.  Since the product of these companies is 
project completion they better be consistently on schedule, on budget, and on spec or they 
could very quickly go out of business.  Similarly, any company that recognizes the 
connection between project failure and lost revenue takes their projects and their 
schedules very seriously. 

Many companies that derive their revenue from their products or services, however, don’t 
quantify the connection between poor performing projects and lost revenue.  They may 
be later than planned with a new IT application or new product to market, but the effect 
on their revenue stream is not perceived as direct as a defense contractor exceeding 
budget or missing a delivery date and paying a penalty. 

PMI Demographics 
Look around at your fellow PMI members.  What industries are they in?  Notice that few 
are in construction, engineering, or defense.  Project managers in those companies don’t 
seem to feel a need to join PMI.  Their contribution to the success of the business is 
perceived as more direct and their job status less tenuous.  Our members are considered 
more expendable rather than essential in an economic downturn.  In bad times project 



 

 

offices are considered a luxury and are usually the first to go.  Projects can be eliminated, 
except ones that reduce expenses, and project managers with them.  Schedulers, 
considered essential in companies that do projects for a living, rarely exist as a support 
function in this environment even in good times. 

Next 
In future articles we’ll talk about the politics that we project managers encounter in 
product-and-service companies (as opposed to projects-for-a-living companies), what we 
can do to survive, and the role of the schedule in that survival strategy.  

Ed Mahler, PMP, President  
Project Administration Institute, http://www.paiwebsite.com/  
Larchmont, NY 10538  
914-834-4162, Cel 917-734-3953, Fax 914-834-5248 
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From the Scheduler 
Politics 
In our March issue we discussed the difference between companies that derive their 
revenue from their products or services (like manufacturers, distributors, or service 
providers) and companies that do projects for a living (like construction, engineering, or 
defense).  We also pointed out that few of our PMI bretheren are from the projects-for-a-
living category.  We PMI members are mostly from the products-and-services industries 
and are dealing with a management team that is not disciplined by a market place that 
punishes those who can’t fulfill project commitments.  And they rarely fire unresponsive 
participants. 

PMI project managers dangle in a political force field that defies us to be successful.  We 
have executives that don’t understand project management, matrix organizations that 
don’t support projects well, and participants that don’t work for us and have other 
priorities besides our project.  Contrast that with the projects-for-a-living environment 
where participants report to the project manager or a project executive, executives rose 
through the ranks running projects and understand what your doing, and the entire 
organization takes what your doing very seriously or their out of business. 

The ultimate challenge for the project manager in a products-and-services environment is 
the IT software project.  IT software is the only class of project whose product doesn’t 
have to obey the laws of physics.  A program is an intellectual construct and anything can 
happen inside it.  You may exhaustively design and test a program system and still not 
catch a defect until its installed and hundreds of people are using it.  It’s also the class of 
project whose product specs are likely to change the most times during the project.  It’s 
the ultimate project management and change management challenge and thus even more 
important to implement strategies that emulate the projects-for-a-living environment. 

Emulating the projects-for-a-living project environment 
What can we project managers do to emulate the forces that make projects-for-a-living 
project managers successful?  The answer is leverage.   

1. Identify the lowest level executive high up enough in the organization such that all 
your participants and their managers report to him/her and that person’s career will be 
positively or negatively impacted by the success or failure of your project.  If you 
can’t engage this individual you are left to rely only on your personal influence and 
are at risk of becoming the scapegoat in a failure scenario. 

2. Establish the contract.  Every projects-for-a-living project has one.  It documents the 
agreement between the project team and the client.  It specifies what is in and out of 
scope, the detailed schedule with participant tasks, and the budget. 



 

 

3. Distribute the contract to the executive, the team, and stakeholders for agreement or 
adjustment.  When no further adjustments are requested this is your contract.  The 
executive and stakeholders know what to expect, and participants have agreed to their 
schedule of tasks. 

4. Produce a high-level periodic status report that is distributed to participants, 
stakeholders, and the executive.  It should include a summary page that will catch the 
executive’s eye if there is something you need fixed. 

What should be in the 1 page high-level project status report? 
Not red, yellow, and green flags.  Not what percent complete the project is.  Not earned 
value metrics.  Instead: 

1. Changes from contract and from last update - Key milestone date slippage and why, 
budget overrun and why, what is being done to recover, and what assistance is 
required if any from higher levels in the organization. 

2. Risk of further scope, schedule, or budget slippage if any. 

3. Under the cover page the detailed schedule (the status report) showing changes to 
task durations and finish date and the names of the owners of those tasks should 
anyone care to drill down. 

4. A second schedule showing the to do’s (tasks that should be underway or complete) 
for the next status update. 

This has 3 benefits: 

1. Managers of participants will want to avoid appearing responsible for slippage and 
therefore ensure that their people stay on schedule.   

2. Even if the executive doesn’t ask questions managers will be concerned that they may 
be questioned. 

3. No one can claim lack of information, you are covered. 

Properly implemented the executive leveraging technique will give you control of your 
project comparable to that of a projects-for-a-living project manager.  But it cannot be 
done without a professional detailed project schedule that tracks progress and slippage 
and informs participants of upcoming to do’s.  The schedule is the representation of the 
contract details.  It describes when the project will accomplish the scope and budget.  

Next 
In our next installment we’ll talk about what else the schedule does for the project 
manager and the fastest most cost effective way to create a professional schedule. 

Ed Mahler, PMP 
President, Project Administration Institute, http://www.paiwebsite.com/ 
Past President, PMI Westchester, http://www.pmiwestchester.org/ 
Larchmont, NY 10538 
914-834-4162, Cel 917-734-3953, Fax 914-834-5248 



 

 

Letter from the Scheduler #3 

What the schedule does for the project manager 
Avoiding Overload 
Parkinson’s Law states that “Work expands so as to fill the time available for its 
completion.”  Management, realizing its validity, has no way to tell how much work an 
employee is capable of because if you give them one project they will take all their time 
to do it.  If you give them a 2nd

Project teams on the receiving end of this dilemma may find themselves overloaded with 
no way to convince management to lighten the load.  But there is a way.  Project 
scheduling.  Build a detailed project schedule showing all the activities in the project, 
their durations and dependency links, and who will do them, and you have a credible 
representation of how long the project will take.  Be prepared to defend your schedule 
against arguments that some task times should be shorter.  Sometimes additional 
resources can shorten a schedule.  Sometimes you’re dealing with the gestation 
phenomena, no matter how many are involved it still takes 9 months to make a baby. 

 project it will take all their available time to do both.  The 
only way for management to tell how much an employee is capable of is to increase the 
workload until performance suffers, or the employee gets sick or has a nervous 
breakdown, or he/she quits.   

The effectiveness of this strategy depends on the politics of the situation.  If your 
management made promises to their management before you build a schedule, they are 
depending on you to make them look good.  If you then build a detailed project schedule 
that shows they can’t make good on their promise you will need to help them negotiate a 
reduced scope or later delivery time with their management.  If that’s not an option for 
them they may decide to replace you with somebody who will tell them what they want 
to hear.  You did your best, its time to move on. 

Sleep 
Complex projects can keep you up at night thinking about all the moving parts and 
whether you’ve thought of everything.  Doing one of these in your head, on paper, or 
even on a text editor presents a real challenge to figure out what happens to dates when 
something moves.  A detailed schedule using a professional project management 
scheduling tool like MS Project will keep track of the moving parts and let you sleep at 
night.   

The Contract 
The project manager needs to get agreement, both from the managers of the project team 
members, and the team members themselves, that they will do the tasks on the schedule 
at the times specified.  And if tasks slip during execution the project manager may need 



 

 

to renegotiate.  The detailed schedule is a living document and represents the current best 
estimate of when things will happen.  Nothing ever goes completely as planned so keep it 
current with weekly or biweekly status updates and communicate. 

Team Coordination 
The detailed schedule is a communication tool.  From it you can produce reports that let 
people know what they need to do and when, and you can provide stakeholders with a 
running account of progress and control their expectations.  Again, if it’s in your head, on 
paper, or on a text editor these kinds of reports are a lot more work and you may miss 
some important details.   

CYA 
The schedule is a surprise avoidance mechanism.  Done properly no one can ever be 
surprised by outcomes.  Document the reasons for every change and show the results of 
the change on the schedule. 

Next 
The detailed project schedule is the project manager’s GPS.  It tells him where he is, 
what’s around him, possible alternate routes, how far he has to go, and when he’ll get 
there.  And it can recalculate the course when conditions change.  However, its not 
helpful if no one can read it.  In our next installment we’ll discuss how to make the 
schedule visible, even to the initiated. 

Ed Mahler, PMP 
President, Project Administration Institute, http://www.paiwebsite.com/ 
Past President, PMI Westchester, http://www.pmiwestchester.org/ 
Larchmont, NY 10538, 914-834-4162, Cell 917-734-3953 



 

 

Letter from the Scheduler #4 

The Politics (continued) 
Conflicting interests in the use of a professional scheduler 
In our April and May articles we discussed the incentives for a project manager to 
provide a schedule that is complete enough and credible enough that all participants and 
stakeholders can agree to its content and commit to their role.  In this issue we discuss the 
political considerations in producing such a schedule given that most project managers 
spend their careers managing projects and lack the MS Project schedule construction 
experience and therefore skills to produce such a schedule.  Immersed in the firestorm of 
a large complex project they also don’t have the time to spend building, fine-tuning, and 
maintaining such a schedule.  A professional scheduler, one who works full time with the 
scheduling tool, can offload much of the tool manipulation work required and ensure the 
result described in April and May.  Whether this will happen is governed both by the 
maturity of the project manager and the management style of the organization. 

The Project Manager’s Point of View 
The introduction of professional scheduling service is often perceived as threatening by 
the project manager: 

• If they seek out the use of a scheduling service they may be seen as lacking the ability 
to do their own schedule. 

• If their manager suggests they use a scheduling service they may view it as a lack of 
confidence in their ability to do their own schedule. 

• Working with a professional scheduler makes it harder to build the “wishful thinking” 
schedule the project manager perceives their manager wants to see.   

• If the schedules are stored in a public access repository, which is often an 
accompanying function of the professional scheduler, the project manager loses the 
ability to hide information. 

• Working with a professional scheduler makes it harder to hide potential slippage of 
significant milestones.  If the project manager is getting the message that slippage is 
unacceptable, and believes they can recover from the slippage before its too late, they 
don’t want the scheduler, who may be independently reporting their manager, 
involved.  Hiding slippage is a common scenario where a manager relies on an 
overview report from the project manager like the popular traffic light report.  The 
project is reported as green in status updates until it’s too late to recover, and then the 
project manager is forced to surprise their manager with a red report. 



 

 

In my experience two categories of project manager seek out the support of a scheduling 
service:  

1. The most mature senior level project managers including those with scheduling tool 
skills use it both for its offloading benefit and for the superior integrity and reporting 
it provides. 

2. Those who have been told to provide a schedule and need help because they have 
little or no scheduling tool skills use it to fulfill their manager’s request for a 
schedule.   

3. Most project managers in the middle of the tool skills spectrum, if given the option, 
will reject the service and elect the more private option. 

Manager’s Point of View 
Managers that recognize the value of a professional scheduling service are split on 
whether to insist on its use: 

• Managers that don’t want to “over manage” their project managers will give them the 
option to use it but not insist.  The outcome will be #3 as described above where only 
the most mature and the least experienced will make use of the service. 

• Managers that insist their project managers use a professional scheduling service 
usually have a more Capability Maturity Model (CMM) orientation.  They want to 
see  
o everyone doing schedules  
o doing them in a consistent manner  
o with common formats  
o a common resource pool  
o standard reports  
o schedule integrity reviews  
o a public repository where they can query the current status of any project in their 

portfolio at any time and trace its history. 

Conclusion 
Organizations need to balance their priorities between sensitivity to employee concerns 
and the desire to provide a higher maturity level project management operation. 

Ed Mahler, PMP 
President, Project Administration Institute, http://www.paiwebsite.com/ 
Past President, PMI Westchester, http://www.pmiwestchester.org/ 
Larchmont, NY 10538, 914-834-4162, Cell 917-734-3953 

 



 

 

Letter from the Scheduler #5 
The Details (or how to build a schedule) 
What should be in the schedule 
The schedule should contain all the activities that need to happen to get from today, or 
from the project start if history is needed, to the final deliverable(s).  It is often difficult to 
agree on the precise date or event that began a project.  Work may have been going on for 
years before the decision is made to formally fund it as a project.  One may include 
history but to accomplish the end result one needs to define all the activities from today, 
their interdependencies, how long they will take, and who will do them.  If you want to 
know how much work is in the project, or consider resource loading and conflicts, you 
will also need to capture the work each resource will do on each activity. 

Where do you get the information 
The preferred source of information in the schedule is the project manager.  If you (the 
scheduler) are also the project manager you should have it.  If the PM doesn’t have full 
knowledge of the details the subject matter experts (SME’s) who will work on the project 
will need to fill in the blanks.  If the needed SME’s have not been assigned the PM will 
need to acquire them before the schedule can be constructed.  Once the needed SME’s are 
on board the PM can acquire the needed details in a series of meetings with the SME’s, or 
it can be done in meetings with the PM and scheduler capturing SME input directly into 
the schedule.  Where multiple SME’s need to negotiate their interfaces with one another, 
having everyone in the same room looking at the schedule can be most productive.  Its 
unlikely that all the information will be available initially and a series of information 
gathering /scheduling meeting iterations is required.  When all participate in schedule 
construction the end result should be a schedule in which all agree to their role. 

How much detail 
The amount of detail needed in a schedule is driven by how often status will be updated.  
A practical guideline is that tasks should be no longer that the time between status 
updates.  Thus if status is updated every 2 weeks and a task that is 2 weeks long is 
started, it will be reported as under way on the first status update and should be reported 
complete by the second update.   

One can make a long running task more granular but this may not improve one’s 
knowledge of when the task or the project will complete.  For example, suppose a 2-week 
task involves the construction of 20 widgets.  Then each day the widget maker should 
complete 2 widgets.  Changing the 10-day task to 10 1-day tasks enables you to ask on 
the first status update how many of the 2-widget tasks are completed.  What will you do 
with that information?  You can project the task completion date based on that data, or 
you can ask the widget maker if he expects to finish on schedule.  The widget maker 



 

 

knows that his equipment was down 1 day the first week but he can make up the time the 
second week.  Your projection doesn’t know that.  The moral of this story is don’t over 
analyze.  Keep it simple and rely on your people for the best information. 

Some long running tasks simply take a long time and defy granularity.  Procurement of 
heavy machinery, for example, takes 10 weeks. All you can do at each status update is 
ask if its still on schedule for its projected completion date.  Product aging is another one.  
If a new beverage should be aged 10 weeks to ensure no micro growth takes place every 
status update its on schedule. 

Resource Detail 
You will need to include all the active resources on each task to ensure that each resource 
knows when they are expected to be working on each of their tasks.  If you don’t estimate 
of how much of their time will be spent on each task MS Project will assume full time, 
that is a person-day for each duration day.  If you want to estimate work simply specify 
either how many person-days or person-hours each will spend on the on the task or 
estimate what percent of their time they will spend on it.  MS-Project will do the rest. 

Next 
In the next installment we will discuss recommendations for the status update process, 
what to ask your team and what to do with that information. 

Ed Mahler, PMP 
President, Project Administration Institute, http://www.paiwebsite.com/ 
Past President, PMI Westchester, http://www.pmiwestchester.org/ 
Larchmont, NY 10538, 914-834-4162, Cell 917-734-3953 
 



 

 

Letter from the Scheduler #6 

Recap 
This is the 6th

1. March 09 – Who uses professional project schedulers and PMI demographics 

 in a series of articles on scheduling.  In case you missed any prior articles, 
or are curious to know what they are about or where you can get them they are 
available on the chapter web site, pmiwestchester.org.  Click on the Newsletters 
link and you will see pdf’s of all our newsletters.  This series began with the 
March 09 issue: 

2. April 09 – The political environment the typical PMI project manager finds 
him/herself in and how a professional scheduler can help 

3. May 09 – Using the schedule to manage both the team and management 
4. June 09 – Resistance to the use of a professional scheduler; organizational maturity 

vs. privacy 
5. September 09 – How to build the schedule and what should be in it 

6.  Schedule Maintenance 
Why 
“The only constant is change.”  Where have we heard that before?  For projects you can 
square it.  When you build your schedule it is only valid for the current time frame.  A 
day or a week later something will change, and that change could affect when others 
should do their tasks, and it could affect the dates of project deliverables.  You need to 
know that and communicate the changes to the team to get back on schedule if possible. 

Illustration 
To illustrate please refer to the October 08 chapter meeting presentation titled “Taking 
the Blinders off MS Project & The Case for 3rd Party Planning and Tracking Services”

The beginning of the presentation up to slide 47 describes the building blocks of a 
schedule and how to transform the MS Project default view into a schedule you and the 
project team can understand.   

.  
To see it go to the chapter web site, pmiwestchester.org, click on the Past Chapter Events 
link, click on September 2008 to June 2009, and scroll down to the October 14 chapter 
meeting.  Then click the Presentation link.   

Capturing Task Status 
After several weeks of execution it’s a good idea to check to see if tasks that should be 
under way or complete for a given status date are on schedule.  Pages 48 to 57 of the 
presentation describe how to make tasks that should be under way or complete for a 
given status date visible.  Tasks that completed on schedule can be updated as 100% 
complete.  Tasks that should be under way need to be assessed as to whether they are still 



 

 

on schedule for their original completion dates.  If the task is still on schedule let MS 
Project calculate the task % complete.  Asking the task owner what % complete the task 
is will most likely produce a different % complete and if you enter that MS Project will 
change the task completion date.  Best to let MS Project reflect the task owner’s intent.  
This sequence is illustrated on slides 62 to 66. 

Tasks that are not on schedule 
If a task owner says he/she will not complete their task on schedule change the task 
duration to reflect the new date.  Then let MS Project calculate the task % complete to be 
on schedule for the new date.  Changing the duration of a task will most likely produce a 
ripple effect causing other tasks’ dates to change and possibly impacting a key 
deliverable.  The presentation shows the addition of a field that highlights changes to task 
finish dates with blue arrows.  This makes it easy for the project manager and the team to 
see the results of schedule changes and recover from them if possible.  Slides 67 to 80 
illustrate the impact of a schedule change and modifications to the schedule to recover the 
key deliverable. 

Summary 
For small projects a project manager may be able to see all the changes in their schedule 
without the MS Project enhancements in the illustration.  However even a small project 
can contain complex relationships like the one in the presentation that make changes 
difficult to spot.  If you are going to build and track your own project schedules it is 
strongly recommended that you modify MS Project to provide the visibility described 
here, or hire a professional scheduler to do it for you.  The time saved and the schedule 
integrity provided will pay for itself. 

Next 
In the next installment we will discuss status reporting to the team, stakeholders, and your 
management. 

Ed Mahler, PMP 
President, Project Administration Institute, http://www.paiwebsite.com/ 
Past President, PMI Westchester, http://www.pmiwestchester.org/ 
Larchmont, NY 10538, 914-834-4162, Cell 917-734-3953 



 

 

Letter from the Scheduler #7 
 
Status Reporting 
Recap 
This is the 7th in a series of articles on scheduling.  Prior articles available on the chapter 
web site, pmiwestchester.org

1. March 09 – Who uses professional project schedulers and PMI demographics 

, include: 

2. April 09 – The political environment the typical PMI project manager finds 
him/herself in and how a professional scheduler can help 

3. May 09 – Using the schedule to manage both the team and management 
4. June 09 – Resistance to the use of a professional scheduler; organizational maturity 

vs. privacy 
5. September 09 – How to build the schedule and what should be in it 
6. October 09 - Schedule Maintenance 

Defining Status 
As you will conclude from the following discussion I am not a supporter of the ever-
popular traffic light dashboard status report.  It’s about as helpful as the post 911 
terrorism alert color.  Orange!! What should I do???   

Project managers are usually reluctant to report their project as anything but green.  If 
they are in trouble but think they can recover before it becomes obvious, they will report 
green rather than ask for help.  This often leads to the too-late-to-help condition on the 
next status update when the PM can’t recover, the project goes red, and the benefit of 
early warning is lost.  Thus the dashboard tends to go from green to red without warning 
and sponsor and stakeholders are blindsided.  What does red mean anyway?  It needs 
further explanation. 

The effective project manager is able to explain deviation from plan without blaming 
anyone on the team including him/herself.  No one on the team, including the project 
manager is at fault.  Circumstances arise such as changes in scope, vendor schedule, 
equipment or materials availability, personal emergencies, which explain the change the 
in schedule.  Thus there is no need to hide slippage, and in fact all should be mobilized to 
recover the schedule. 

There are many metrics that one can report, like percent complete, earned value metrics 
like schedule variance, cost variance, person days behind, cost performance index, 
schedule performance index, etc.  These will provide graduated indications of trouble.  
But what do you do when, for example, more work should have been done by this status 
date? 



 

 

What needs to be known by whom? 
Projects generally have 4 constituencies who would like to know what’s happening: The 
project manager, the team, the sponsor, and stakeholders.  All would like to know if the 
key milestones and deliverables are on schedule, and the sponsor would like to know if 
it’s on budget.   

Schedule Slippage 
My schedule metric of choice is the Finish Variance of key milestones and deliverables.  
This MS Project field will reflect a task’s deviation from its baseline value and can be 
reported at status meeting time as the aggregate slippage of all key dates or as the 
slippage of each key date.  Thus everyone knows what’s happening to the project 
schedule and help can be mobilized to recover the schedule if possible. 

Budget Slippage 
Budget slippage is more complicated to determine and recover.  One can assess the costs 
associated with materials and vendors to date and project those costs at completion.  But 
internal labor is often hidden.  Some companies are reluctant to ask their people to 
estimate the time it will take to do their tasks. And most companies will not allow actual 
hourly or daily rates to appear on an MS Project schedule because of the sensitivity of the 
information. 

If one can capture task work estimates in MS Project the accounting department can 
apply people’s rates to their estimates outside of MS Project to calculate the initial total 
baseline cost estimate of the project.  A technique I use to assess whether the work is on 
schedule is to assign a labor rate of $1 per day for each worker but remove the dollar sign 
from the metric.  The result is cost in person days instead of $.  One can again feed to the 
accounting department how many person days each team member has used and how 
many remain to calculate end of project labor cost. 

Baselining 
I recommend that the MS Project schedule be re baselined after each status update.  This 
enables one to capture changes to the project from one update to the next instead of from 
the initial schedule.  Projects always change, often significantly, so that assessing 
changes from the beginning becomes meaningless as a status indicator.  Instead develop a 
report that compares the changes at each status update so that one can see the movement 
of key dates and the amount of change (Finish Variance) over time.  The amount of 
change from one status report to the next is a measure of the project volatility the team 
has to deal with. 

Summary 
The two metrics of most interest are what’s happening to the dates and what’s happening 
to the cost of the project.  From these the team can address slippage and the sponsor and 
stakeholders are informed participants. 

Ed Mahler, PMP 
President, Project Administration Institute, http://www.paiwebsite.com/ 
Past President, PMI Westchester, http://www.pmiwestchester.org/ 
Larchmont, NY 10538, 914-834-4162, Cell 917-734-3953 



 

 

Letter from the Scheduler #8 
Becoming a Scheduler 
Recap 
This is the 8th in a series of articles on scheduling.  Prior articles available on the chapter 
web site, pmiwestchester.org

1. March 09 – Who uses professional project schedulers 

, beginning in March 2009 include: 

2. April 09 – The political environment  
3. May 09 – Using the schedule to manage both the team and management 
4. June 09 – Resistance to the use of a professional scheduler 
5. September 09 – How to build the schedule 
6. October 09 - Schedule Maintenance 
7. November 09 – Status Reporting 

The Environment 
Scheduling is a common profession in the construction industry, but in the world of 
internal projects (companies doing projects for themselves) I’ve corresponded with 
several people performing that function but it’s still a rare breed.  Project managers in 
that world are expected to do their own scheduling and middle managers spend corporate 
money to train them to do this.  Companies vary in their approach.  Some will expect the 
PM to use a scheduling tool like MS Project, will even insist that their schedule be part of 
the project documentation, but never look at its output and leave its use up to the PM.  
Others spend vast sums creating formal processes for their project organizations, one of 
which defines how the PM is to do scheduling.  Both of these approaches usually fall 
short of the full benefit of the scheduling tool.  The first because project managers rarely 
take the time to fully develop their tool skills and have too much on their plate, and the 
second because those defining the process rarely understand the potential of the tool and 
the PM, also having too much on their plate, does the minimum.  The benefits of a 
scheduling service are in the process of being discovered by this whole new market of 
companies that do projects for themselves. 

How One Becomes a Project Manager 
Project managers usually don’t start their careers with that title.  They are hired to do a 
job in an organization; programmer, engineer, product developer, administrator…..  
Those with leadership and organizational skills eventually are asked to lead a small 
project.  Success leads to more and bigger projects and eventually, whether formally 
recognized or not, they are a project manager.  The key to their success, along with 
leadership and organizational skills, is subject matter expertise.  It would be very difficult 
for a project manager, growing up in the food industry, to run a software development 



 

 

project, and visa versa.  However both project environments require the same generic 
project management skills. 

Generic Project Management Skills in the Project Office 
The 9 PMBOK management disciplines; Scope, Time, Cost, Quality, Human Resources, 
Communications, Risk, Procurement, and Integration, can be taught in training classes, 
but a person trained in these disciplines, without subject matter expertise, will have a 
difficult time managing a project.  However, those skills can be loaned to the project 
manager from the project office to fulfill their respective functional needs.  Accounting 
skills can help with project costs, human resources people can support the HR 
requirement, communications people, risk experts, and procurement specialists can 
support those areas.  And of course a scheduler can support the planning, tracking, and 
reporting time management function.  The project manager/subject matter expert needs to 
define scope and integrate all the functions.  The project office can multiply the 
efficiency of that critical skilled PM with generic support services. 

How I Became a Project Manager 
I started my career with IBM as a systems engineer helping the sales force sell mainframe 
computers.  In many ways these were much larger and more sophisticated than the PC’s 
of today.  My job was to help the customer use the computer we sold them, and then to 
use it up so they needed an upgrade.  It required subject matter expertise of IBM systems 
and software (IBM had incredible training) and the ability to lead the customer and IBM 
personnel in the effort to get the customer going.  Typical projects included installing 
new systems and software, designing and implementing software applications, upgrading 
existing systems and software, and installing and tailoring software packages to the 
client’s needs.  These projects required knowledge of the client industry and their specific 
situation.  Thus IBM sales offices specialized in industries.  Mine was in process and 
distribution. 

After 14 years of this I was capable of leading large complex projects.  I left the sales 
force and took a series of jobs inside the company.  As projects got larger and more 
complex I recognized the need for a scheduling tool to manage the work.  There are just 
too many moving parts that are constantly changing to represent the work and keep on 
top of changes with a fixed text based product.   The first PC based scheduling tools were 
just hitting the market in the mid 80’s and I became familiar with them.   

How I Became a Scheduler 
In 1988 I stumbled on the Somers project.  This project was to fit up the computer and 
communication facilities for 5 brand new office buildings in Somers, NY, move all the 
IBM US executives and their staffs into the buildings, and migrate all of the mainframe 
computers that serviced them from the NY, NJ and CT area into the new raised floor 
facilities.  The executive responsible for the site had selected a manager with subject 
matter skills but he needed help.  I happened to attend his kickoff meeting where he 
explained to the affected managers how he was going to do the project.  After the 
meeting I asked him if he was using a project scheduling tool for the project and he said 
what’s that. 



 

 

He hired me to build and manage the schedule.  I interviewed all the participating 
managers and team leads, pieced together the schedule, and presented it back to them 
with the dates of the key milestones.  When the discussions were over that was their plan.  
Then I developed a status reporting system using earned value metrics to highlight 
schedule slippage by tasks within manager and began to track progress.  A simple one 
page report let the project executive sponsor and all the managers under him know who 
owned how much lateness at every level of the organization each week.  The executive 
sponsor, concerned about his project, would call his 3rd line manager with the biggest 
lateness and ask questions, that 3rd line would call his 2nd line with the biggest lateness, 
and that 2nd line would call his 1st

Fame and Fortune 

 line with the biggest lateness.  The executive only 
called a few times at the beginning.  After that managers knew he was reading the weekly 
report and no one wanted the exposure.  This was a powerful tool for keeping the project 
on schedule.  As a result we hit 50 major milestones on their exact dates and completed 
the project in 14 months.  

It was during this period that I joined PMI and presented a paper on the Somers project at 
the 1990 symposium in Calgary.  In 1991 pmNetwork magazine published my 26 page 
article on the project in the July issue with samples of all the reports and a picture of the 
Somers site on the magazine cover.  The following year I left IBM and started my 
company, the Project Administration Institute, whose mission is to bring the power and 
efficiency of centralized scheduling to the internal project community. 

Summary 
Any project manager with an appetite for detail can become a project scheduler.  Get 
really proficient with a project scheduling tool and put it on your business card and 
resume.  Benefits in today’s job market: It’s the most cost justifiable function in a project 
office, the vocation crosses industries so you don’t have to be a subject matter expert in a 
particular field, and if your doing scheduling full time you’ll get really good with the 
tools, much better than the average PM, a selling point.  Downside: Most companies 
doing internal projects still expect their project managers to do their own schedules.  
They don’t always see the benefits.  You’ll need to sell it but it’s getting easier. 

Ed Mahler, PMP 
President, Project Administration Institute, http://www.paiwebsite.com/ 
Past President, PMI Westchester, http://www.pmiwestchester.org/ 
Larchmont, NY 10538, 914-834-4162, Cell 917-734-3953 
 



 

 

Letter from the Scheduler #9 

Cost Justification 
Recap 
This is the 9th in a series of articles on scheduling.  Prior articles available on the chapter 
web site, pmiwestchester.org

1. March 09 – Who uses professional project schedulers 

, beginning in March 2009 include: 

2. April 09 – The political environment  
3. May 09 – Using the schedule to manage both the team and management 
4. June 09 – Resistance to the use of a professional scheduler 
5. September 09 – How to build the schedule 
6. October 09 - Schedule Maintenance 
7. November 09 – Status Reporting 
8. December 09 - Becoming a Scheduler 

The Bottom Line 
In prior articles we discussed the reasons why it’s a good idea to use a professional 
scheduler instead of project managers doing their own schedules.  This article provides 
the cost justification.  If one considers the economic factors, at worst it’s a break even, 
but the quality and usefulness of the scheduler function, which is difficult to quantify, is 
the tiebreaker.  To generate some costs we will declare a set of assumptions that the 
reader may adjust for their organization.  What’s important here is the approach to 
determine the value of using a professional scheduler versus project managers doing their 
own scheduling.  The table below summarizes the assumptions made in the following 
example. 

One time Licensing and Education Costs 
Let’s start with the costs associated with project managers building their own schedules.  
Each will need a licensed copy of the software (we’ll assume MS Project for this 
discussion).  That’s approximately $350 per license, depending on vendor and volume 
discount arrangements.  An organization of 20 project managers will require 20 licenses 
costing $7000, the single scheduler only one license at $350, a one-time savings of 
$6650.  Each project manager will also need training on the software. Figure $1000 each 
and a new project manager could take 6 months to a year to get up to speed on the 
product. Thus licenses plus education is $27000 and up to a year to be fully operational.  
A scheduler arrives fully trained and requires only one license, an overall startup saving 
of $26,650 and up to one year.   

Initial Schedule Preparation Costs 



 

 

Now let’s estimate how much time a project manager spends on the schedule for a single 
project.  A new project will require several weeks or months of scope clarification and 
analysis, configuring the team, and agreeing with the team and stakeholders on the 
activities that make up the schedule, who will do them, how long they will take, and what 
depends on what.  The example below reflects my experience for a typical one-year 
project involving a 15-person team developing a 300-task schedule.  Assuming a project 
team can define 10 tasks per hour it will take 30 hours for the project manager to define 
the schedule.   

Because a project manager has more to do than operate the software he/she never gets as 
proficient as a full time scheduler even after years of use, so let’s assume the professional 
scheduler can accomplish schedule manipulation tasks 25% faster than the average 
project manager. The result is that the scheduler could help the team define the schedule 
in 22.5 hours, a saving of 7.5 hours of time that the project manager can use for other 
activities. Assuming an hourly rate of $100 per hour for both the project manager and the 
scheduler that’s a saving of $750 for initial planning. 

Schedule Maintenance and Status Reporting 
Once the schedule is defined it must be reviewed  periodically for changes and 
compliance, that is, are the defined tasks happening at the prescribed times.  If we assume 
our one-year project is reviewed every 2 weeks there will be 26 reviews over the life of 
the project.  If we assume the project manager will require 6 hours every 2 weeks for 
maintenance and status update, and the scheduler is 25% faster, the scheduler will only 
take 4.5 hours per update, a saving of 39 hours of maintenance time over the life of the 
project that the project manager can use for other activities, and a saving of $3900 for 
schedule maintenance. 

Summary 
Thus for the life of the project the scheduler saves the project manager 46.5 hours and 
reduces the cost of the project from $18,600 to $13,950, a saving of  $4650 or 25%.  With 
20 projects happening at the same time the potential savings for the organization is 
$93,000 per year. 

 
Scheduler PM Description 
Software Licensing and Education Costs 

350 350 Cost per license 
1 20 Licenses required 

 $      350   $  7,000  Licenses cost 
  $  1,000  Education cost per PM 

0  $20,000  Total education cost 
 $      350   $27,000  One time license and education costs 
  $26,650  Savings using scheduler 
   
Initial Schedule Preparation Costs 
 15 No of team members 
 300 No of tasks in schedule 
 10 Tasks defined per hour 



 

 

75% 100% Scheduler efficiency compared to PM 
22.5 30 Hours to construct initial schedule 

 7.5 Hours saved for project management 
100 100 Hourly rate 

 $   2,250   $  3,000  Cost of initial construction 
  $     750  Savings using scheduler 
   
Schedule Maintenance and Status Reporting 
 52 Week long project 
 2 Reporting interval 
 26 Reporting periods 

4.5 6 Time PM spends on schedule 
117 156 Total time for project 

 39 Hours saved for project management 
 $ 11,700   $15,600  Cost of Schedule Maintenance and Status Reporting 
  $  3,900  Savings using scheduler 
   
Summary   
 46.5 Hours saved for project management using a scheduler 
 $ 13,950   $18,600  Cost of initial construction plus maintenance/reporting 
  $  4,650  $ savings for 1 project using a scheduler 
 25% % Savings using scheduler 
  $93,000  $ savings for all projects using a scheduler 
 
Additional Benefits 
As discussed above the scheduler provides the benefit of specialization.  The project 
manager is not likely to achieve the proficiency with the software that the scheduler has 
because the scheduler works with the software full time.  In addition, 20 project 
managers, even with organizational standards defined, will all use the tool differently. 
They will not provide the consistency of planning and reporting quality achieved by a 
single scheduler doing all the schedules making portfolio reviews more difficult for 
management.   

The scheduler can maintain a master resource database and detect and manage resource 
conflicts and overload.  And the scheduler can maintain an organization repository 
containing the records of all projects, relieving the project managers of that 
responsibility, and protecting them from data loss that could occur if each project 
manager kept their schedules on their own PC’s and failed to back up the data. 

Summary 
The scheduler provides both quantitative and qualitative benefits to the project 
organization, freeing the project managers to focus more time on their projects, reducing 
overall project costs, improving the quality and consistency of schedules, providing data 
storage and backup functions, and creating and maintaining the organization’s project 
portfolio. 

Ed Mahler, PMP 
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Past President, PMI Westchester, http://www.pmiwestchester.org/ 
Larchmont, NY 10538, 914-834-4162, Cell 917-734-3953 

 



Ed Mahler, PMP, President Project 
Administration Institute, founded the Institute in 1992. Mr. Mahler is a PMI certified PMP since 1993 and founder 
and president of the Westchester NY Chapter of PMI from August 2002 to June 2008. You can contact Ed at 917-
734-3953. 
Nuts and Bolts 
Recap 

This is the 10th in a series of articles on scheduling.  Prior articles available on the chapter web site, 
pmiwestchester.org

1. March 09 – Who uses professional project schedulers 

, newsletter link beginning in March 2009 include: 

2. April 09 – The political environment  
3. May 09 – Using the schedule to manage both the team and management 
4. June 09 – Resistance to the use of a professional scheduler 
5. September 09 – How to build the schedule 
6. October 09 - Schedule Maintenance 
7. November 09 – Status Reporting 
8. December 09 - Becoming a Scheduler 
9. Cost Justification 

The Audience 
There are two audiences for this material.  One is aspiring and already practicing schedulers.  The other is 
project managers who need to build schedules because the environment they are in doesn’t provide them with a 
scheduling service.   

The Specifics 
In Letter #5, the September 09 issue, we discussed how to build a schedule.  But that was a high level 
description of the process   In order to actually do it the reader will need to know how to use the software and 
what to do with it.  Subsequent articles in this series will address both areas using Microsoft Project (MSP).  
One can take classes in MSP and learn all the features and functions.  And the classes have exercises that help 
to understand how to use the product.  However the creators of the exercises and the instructors rarely come 
from the practice of scheduling and therefore miss much of the subtleties encountered in day to day practice 
with the tool.   

Assumptions 
For the purpose of this tutorial we’ll assume you are working with MSP 2007.  Most of the parameters and 
examples will be valid for MSP 2003.  2010 is out but I have not used it yet and would be surprised if it weren’t 
sufficiently compatible with earlier versions for this discussion. 

We’ll also assume that the practitioner has sufficient information about the project to know what task must be in 
the schedule, and has some familiarity with the tool either from classes or on the job practice. 

We’ll begin by making the work more environmentally friendly.  The out of the box version of MSP omits 
information that, if it were visible, would make your task easier.   

This is the initial MSP screen as it looks when you install it. 



 
This version has a 3rd toolbar which enables us to see what view, table, and filter are being displayed. 

 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Summary 
The scheduler provides both quantitative and qualitative benefits to the project 
organization, freeing the project managers to focus more time on their projects, reducing 
overall project costs, improving the quality and consistency of schedules, providing data 
storage and backup functions, and creating and maintaining the organization’s project 
portfolio. 

Ed Mahler, PMP 
President, Project Administration Institute, http://www.paiwebsite.com/ 
Past President, PMI Westchester, http://www.pmiwestchester.org/ 
Larchmont, NY 10538, 914-834-4162, Cell 917-734-3953 
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