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Balancing “Process” &
“Creative Freedom”
Is your organization either too process-oriented (having
difficulty innovating) or too creative (having difficulty getting
projects completed)? This article discusses how to balance
these competing priorities – in a way that helps you move
your company forward, faster.
Project management has proven itself to be an invaluable tool in “getting things
done” within today’s complex organizations. However, there are also stories of
failed attempts at project management where the “process” eclipsed the project
itself - where the team/organization became so obsessed with following the process
they lost track of the project objectives. The challenge for the CEO is in maximizing
the benefits of project management (speed to market, efficient organization of
complex efforts, and meeting customer and business needs), while minimizing
unintended consequences.
So what is the problem?
The failure rate of projects is anywhere between 30% to over 60%, depending on
what study your read and what industry you’re in. Although the number is
arguable, anywhere near a 30% failure rate demands attention. And project
management is usually the (best) answer. However, it can be over-applied and
misunderstood.
Overprocessed?
Although organizations need structure, they’re often too focused on implementing
processes—without looking at their culture and project goals.
In the world of project management, structure is the mantra. Yet even though
processes and methodologies are proven, necessary and effective, organizations can
become too bogged down in them. And that can lead to a loss of the agility and
creativity needed for projects to be truly successful.
PM Network (the Project Management Institute’s monthly magazine) interviewed
the author on the topic of how to move projects forward, faster. Their questions –
and his answers – are presented here, with permission.
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Is structure always needed—or are there times to loosen up?
Being able to strike the right balance between structure and freedom to do your
own thing is arguably one of the foremost PM success factors. Unfortunately, there
is no easy answer, because finding the sweet spot is very specific to the
organization and situation.
Also, I want to point out that this is a “project management” and not “project
manager” success factor. There’s no doubt the project manager is critical to project
success, but if you focus on only the individual, you’ll miss the bigger picture of the
overall project management environment. When management puts the onus totally
on the project manager, they’re really passing the buck and looking for individual
heroics to carry the organization.
How can organizations implement agility in their structure?
Start by recognizing that process is scalable. Also, it’s easier to scale down than up.
So I like to see organizations put together a comprehensive structure at the project
management office (PMO) level with scalability guidelines, then allow the project
manager to scale it down based on the project situation at hand. On the people side,
team members—and the functional managers that assign them to projects—need to
be well trained on what it means to work in the project environment.
When is structure most important?
I start by looking at three characteristics to determine the level of structure required:
[1] the goals of the organization (short vs. long term), [2] the culture of the
organization (how decisions are made and work is accomplished) and [3] the specific
project at hand (similar to past projects or not). All of these are arguably complex
and span the spectrum from one extreme to the other. An example that might
warrant the most structure would be a weak-matrix, consensus-driven organization
with a long-term investment perspective, performing relatively repeatable projects.
Say a large company working on regular incremental software releases.
Is there any situation in which structure is not as important?
The opposite of the above situation: a strong matrix, authoritarian-driven
organization with a short-term investment horizon, performing highly innovative,
never-been-done-before product development projects. For instance, a start-up
high-tech company with an exit strategy of being acquired in the next 12 months. Of
course, these examples are broad generalizations.
Does too much emphasis on structure cause companies to lose their competitive edge?
Certainly, if your company fits the bill of the high-tech / high-growth company
described above, then too much structure will slow you down, thus dulling your
competitive edge. However, if you’re like the large company example and lack a
robust structure, then emphasizing the implementation of one will arguably
provide a long-term competitive advantage.
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Can too much freedom and creativity cause organizations to lose control?
If the level of freedom is not warranted by the business or project situation at hand,
then yes, you’ll put yourself at risk for losing control. It is very important to have
(or acquire) an objective perspective when trying to properly balance an
organization.
How can organizations create a balance between process and creativity?
Process is largely within the realm of the organization, while creativity is largely
within the realm of the individual. Organizations that strike a good balance are
ones that allow individuals to be creative yet have installed the process boundaries
that will keep everyone moving in the same general direction. The level of creativity
required to perform a job successfully varies from job to job and the boundaries
should change to match the job, so providing the space to be creative is not an allor-nothing proposition. Too much creative space—a lack of boundaries—can be
detrimental to those jobs, individuals or situations that need the structure. Most
people have complained about the “rules” at one point or another, but many—
including project managers themselves—don’t know what to do in the absence of
structure.
One way to look at this is:
Instead of viewing “creativity” and “process” as two ends of a continuum…

Highly creative

Process-orientation

… consider them as “orthogonal”. That is, separate, and independently manageable.
Process:
Codify and implement

Lots of structure, with low
creativity results in
getting a good volume of
projects done, but with
little innovation

Sufficient structure and
creative people result in
Repeatable Successes
Individual:
Encourage high creativity

Lack of creative
encouragement and lack of
a process orientation
results in chaos: lost time
and money

Minimal structure, with
high creativity results in
frustration and lack of
progress on most projects
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Whose responsibility is it to create that balance?
I see this as a shared responsibility between senior management, the PMO and the
individual project managers. First, senior management needs to work with the
PMO to build a project management process framework to complement its culture
and goals. Second, the PMO should work with the project managers to understand
how the boundaries within the framework can change based on the needs of the
specific project at hand. And third, the project manager needs to scale as
appropriate to bring out the value of the structure. And these three steps must take
place in order. If steps one and two are solid, then most project managers will do
fine on the third. However, without steps one and two, we’re back to depending on
the individual heroics of the project manager, which is really hit-or-miss.
How do PM software tools affect the balance?
I like tools that are both simple and have an embedded workflow/process.
Simplicity implies ease-of-use and therefore makes them more likely to increase PM
efficiency. Workflows, especially those that are flexible, provide guidance on best
practices while enabling the PM to adjust tool usage to the specific project at hand,
therefore increasing PM effectiveness.
Summarizing
It is very important to take the long view when modifying / adjusting your
organization, processes and personnel skills. These critical elements should be
considered, when balancing process with creativity:


Processes should be customized to the organization’s culture and project goals. Some
companies require a more stringent approach than others.



Organizations must seek a balance between creative freedom and strict adherence to
processes. Going too far on either side can hurt the company’s competitiveness.



(Senior) management should buy in and set the processes, but it’s up to project
managers to adapt them to the project at hand.

© 2011 Gary Chin. All rights reserved.
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Additional insights and value from leading authorities
in their areas. Articles in the January, 2011 publication:
How to Attract Significantly More Customers
Mark Paul
Do you have all the customers you need? Are you open to new ideas and ways of looking at customersattraction? If so, you will want to read this article.
Don’t Be Blindsided By Financial Risks
Patrick Wheeler
What keeps you up at night? Have you been surprised by financial hiccups? This article shares six steps and a
case study to help you mitigate financial risks - to help you grow your business.
Create High-Performance Teams
Tom Cox
Some CEOs don't need coaching because they are perfect. For the rest, this article discusses reasons why to
embrace coaching, how you've already done it, and how to do it even better.
How to measure the business value of technology - Scorecarding
Manoj Garg
Do you know if you are truly getting value from your IT investments? Is it difficult to articulate IT's value in
your organization? Learn how you can use the IT Value Calculator to figure out how well IT is performing.
How to give a Really Bad Speech
Dave Yewman
If your speech doesn't have an unmistakable point; If you never practice out loud; If you never tell stories; you're
boring your audiences to death. If you recognize you &/or your team in this article it's time to take action.
Sales Strategy-the Most Critical Element of Corporate Strategic Planning
Bill Etheredge
Are revenues tracking to your annual plan? Are you constantly looking for that elusive “world class” sales
executive? This article shares how you can boost sales by integrating sales with your strategic planning.
The Urgent Role of HR in M&As
Iris Sasaki
Fully 70% of M&As fail to create shareholder value. It is crucial to look at all the possibilities that lead to
success.
Paralysis by Analysis: How Development Schedules Slip
Mike Miles
Several factors contribute to schedule problems. Recognizing when it’s happening, and acting to minimize
the effect are explored in this article.
Finding the Street Value of a Privately Held Company
Brent Freeman
Maximizing your company’s value requires knowing how the market values closely held companies. This article
deals with a straightforward method that CEOs and owners can use to find the “Street Value” of their company.
Balancing process against Creative Freedom
Gary Chin
One of the biggest challenges companies have in developing new products and/or running projects in a
matrixed environment is discussed.

If you are interested in these articles, subscribe to the Build Your Business CEO eNewsletter today:
Go to www.synergy-usa.com/eNews.html to sign up.
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