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How To Face a Project Crisis and Restore a Reputation  
Jean-Roch Houllier, Program Line 
Manager (PLM), PMP, IPMA Level B 
certified, MGP, SSCBB, FFP, Executive 
Coach Certified HEC Paris. He is a 
Program Line Manager (PLM), 
consultant, trainer and coach working 
for Thales University (Thales Group), 
who benefits from more than 15 years 
of project management experience in 
multicultural environments. His 

expertise covers various types of projects including 
research and development, operations and maintenance as 
well as subcontracting. 

Most project managers have at some time faced a crisis in 
the various projects, programs or portfolios that they 
manage. Hence, such “work life events” are extremely 
significant, putting you and your team in difficult and 
stressful situations. 

As a project manager, among many other behavioral 
competences, your leadership, assertiveness, and self-
control are highly solicited and must be gathered in order to 
face and also resolve crises! 

Over more than 15 years of project management 
experience, we have deployed worldwide telecom solutions 
for a large set of telecommunications customers 
(particularly intelligent network and billing solutions 
deployment), and have been confronted with several major 
crisis situations, whose duration could vary from a few 
hours to several months. Each situation was unique and 
always challenging in terms of fully understanding a 
situation and its complexity, managing the various 
stakeholders involved, including the customer, finding and 
qualifying the right solution based on a set of criteria, and 
giving the customer a complete and final explanation in 
order to help restore confidence. 

In this article, our intention is to present our understanding 
of the “crisis phenomenon” as it can occur in projects; 
propose a focus and characterization of its main steps; and 
share our experience related to the crises we have faced 
and resolved. To this end, based on principles we are 
implementing at PMI® Ile de France Chapter Academic 
Direction (http://www.pmi-fridf.org), we will alternate 
theoretical and practical approaches developed from our 
common knowledge and experience. 

 

What represents a project crisis? 

A crisis can be defined as an unusual situation arising due 
to unexpected factors. It induces instability, which obliges a 
project manager and their team to put in place specific 
governance in order to recover the usual and nominal state. 
Thus, crisis recovery in a project is a challenge that 
depends on decisions made in an emergency mode and 
may impact financial health, company assets, reputation, 
personnel, etc. 

It is interesting to note, as described by Laurent Oddoux, 
the difference between a simple “breakdown” where full 
recovery is still possible, and a crisis, where nothing will 
ever be quite the same again, is a key idea for the project 
manager facing a crisis, as it will never be possible to go 
back completely to the initial state. In a crisis, something 
will have changed forever from the initial state. 

Hence in our own projects, even if telecom services 
outages[1] leading to the crisis could generally be solved, 
ultimately the relationship with the customer could never be 
the same, as confidence was strongly impacted. 

 

(How to Face A Project Crisis continued on page 3)
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Letter from the President 
Election time, it is the time of the year when we 
elect half of our board members.  Most of our 
members are not particularly interested in the 
governance machinations of our chapter. PMI is a 
unique organization which runs with the help of 
many volunteers. Members join our chapter, come 
to our chapter meetings for networking, stay current 
and participate in the mainstream of project 
management. Within the recent past, more 

members are coming forward and helping us for different volunteer’s roles 
at chapter level which is healthy trend. We hope this good response will 
continue to increase and we will see more volunteers work with us at the 
board level also.   Our nominating committee is doing a great job and 
continues to do their best in order to maximum participation in this election 
process. 

As you may already be aware, The Project Management Institute (PMI) 
has released a new edition of The PMBOK® Guide in January 2013. This 
change triggers brand new PMI-related certification exams after July 31, 
2013. Many project managers were aware of this and planned to take the 
PMP certification before the change which was reflected in the number of 
students enrolled for our spring class.  Exam takers after July 31st July 
should plan to reference A Guide to the Project Management Body of 
Knowledge—Fifth Edition (2013) released by PMI in January 2013. 
According to PMI, the education and experience requirements that define 
the eligibility for the current examinations remain appropriate and have not 
changed.   

Our Fall 2013 and Spring 2014 PMP Prep courses will be based on new 
lecture material updated for the PMBOK 5th Edition. We recommend our 
non-PMPs certified members to take advantage of these classes by our 
instructors to get this most important industry recognized certification for 
project managers.  

See you at the May Chapter Meeting! 

Pawan Kumar, PMP 
President 
PMI Westchester  
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How To Face a Project Crisis and Restore a Reputation (continued) 
Main steps in a project crisis 

In this article, we will describe a crisis faced and managed 
through a three-stage lifecycle illustrating the dynamics of 
the crisis: 

 Before the crisis (pre-crisis): period where a series of 
undetected or ignored warning signals precede the 
crisis breakout. 

 Time of the crisis or crisis event: period where 
successive events occur, leading to a decisive change. 

 After the crisis (post-crisis): period of progressive 
recovery after applying a corrective action plan. 
Nevertheless, the situation will never be as before the 
crisis. 

Focus: “Before crisis” 

Crisis management is a matter of anticipation and proactive 
behavior. That is why escalation processes and recovery 
plans must be anticipated, planned and documented in the 
Project Management Plan. Crisis management starts with 
good risk analysis and scenario planning on how to handle 
any foreseeable crises. 

Ideally, warning signals detected on time, correctly 
interpreted and handled efficiently through risk 
management practices (PMBOK® Guide, Project Risk 
Management Knowledge Area, 2013) will allow the project 
manager to anticipate issues that may lead to a crisis. 

Nevertheless, monitoring processes are generally too 
imprecise to detect the signals with “low” amplitude in the 
loud noise characterizing the project environment. 

In the example described in this article, the elements 
characterizing the period before the crisis were the 
following: 

 Sporadic service interruptions several days before the 
service outage (total interruption of the service) 

 Increase in customer complaints about the quality of 
service, credit issues, etc. 

 No connection was made between the different 
complaints, which may have otherwise allowed the 
network element at the origin of network troubles and 
customer complaints to be identified. 

Focus: “Time of crisis” 

In our experience as project managers, “time of crisis” 
corresponds to a specific and intense period in the project, 
and is far-removed from the day-to-day continuous project 
life and presents specific characteristics. Based on the pre-
crisis period and depending on how the development of the 
crisis is detected, it can be a strong and violent 
phenomenon for the project manager and team to face. 

 

In our projects, based on the deployed solutions (prepaid 
hardware, software modifications, etc.),[2] the crisis was 
generally initiated by an outage of the Intelligent Network 
(IN) payment chains[3] and a complaint from the customer. 
Subsequently, the crisis 
developed rapidly, as the chains 
became blocked and calls were 
no longer possible for end users, 
resulting in growing 
dissatisfaction and loss of money 
for the customer. 

In such situations, the project 
manager and his or her project 
core team were at the center of a 
complex set of interactions, 
facing the crisis and trying to 
solve it as quickly as possible by identifying efficient 
responses. This unique moment is well summarized by the 
IPMA Competence Baseline: “The art of conflict and crisis 
management is to assess causes and consequences and 
obtain additional information for use in the decision making 
process to define possible solutions. This has to be done 
against a background of organizations and people, who are 
angry or in panic mode” (IPMA Competence Baseline, 
2006). 

In our own crisis situations with our customers, the mobile 
operators, the main characteristics and key elements were 
as follows: 

 A short timeframe for identifying, understanding, and 
qualifying solutions to the problem[4]. 

 A short decision-cycle based on elements collected as 
the crisis was ongoing. 

 Multiple stakeholders, including unusual ones, 
appearing as soon as the crisis duration increased. 

For the project manager, facing the crisis was the 
equivalent of “fighting” on many fronts at the same time, 
including: 

 Interfacing with the technical support first contacted by 
the customer in cases of chain outages and in charge 
of restoring service, known as neutralizing the issue. It 
is important to specify that neutralization (temporary 
removal of the issue) is very different from full issue 
resolution, including the complete understanding of its 
cause(s) and final solution identification. 

 Coordination of all the various teams involved during 
the crisis; at this level, the project manager played a 
key role as guarantor of communication coherency with 
the customer. Hence, the project manager had to put 
into place, during the time of crisis, strict principles and 
rules of communication towards the various 
stakeholders, in particular the customer. 

(How to Face A Project Crisis continued on page 4)
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How To Face a Project Crisis and Restore a Reputation (continued) 
 Management of crisis “phone bridges”, both internal, for 

instance with senior management, and external, with 
the customer. Such moments were frequent, for 
instance each hour, depending on the crisis severity 
and duration. The project manager had to pay close 
attention to this “bridge” preparation as all delivered 
information had to be validated with all teams 
beforehand. All agreed and shared actions with the 
customer must have a clear status. Information 
coherency was the key to customer confidence, as any 
ambiguity or contradiction could be detrimental. 

 Communication with all management levels, including 
senior management. “Information, information, 
information” was critical for the project manager in 
order to give a full view of progress in understanding 
and solving the complex situation including any action 
plans. 

More generally, as mentioned in the PMBOK Guide 
(PMBOK, Project Stakeholder Management new 
Knowledge Area, 2013), the project manager has to 
“manage carefully ALL the project stakeholders during the 
acute phase of the crisis. Crisis management is a matter of 
communication.” 

On a personal level, crisis management also revealed the 
project manager’s capacity to deal with his or her own 
behavioral competencies. 

Numerous skills were essential to keep control of the crisis 
and all the involved teams and stakeholders. For instance: 

 Leadership was extremely important to get all teams 
involved in a short time frame in order to develop full 
understanding of the issue and its causes, implement 
action plans, and to identify and qualify solutions. 

 Assertiveness was useful in any kind of negotiation, 
internal or external, thus keeping control of events and 
decisions during the crisis. 

 Self-control helped teams to keep calm and 
concentrated on action plans and issue solving. At this 
level, emotional intelligence and the project manager’s 
capacity to manage his or her own emotions was 
extremely influential. 

 “Critical acumen,” which based on our experience, we 
consider an essential competency in order to face crisis 
complexity, information and event flows. 

Finally, as soon as the issue neutralization was operational 
and initial explanations provided, pressure decreased as 
many stakeholders left the famous “phone bridges”. 

Nevertheless, this was not the end of the situation and 
many factors remained to be explained and finalized. 

Focus: “After crisis” 

After the crisis frenzy bringing back full customer 
confidence was the first challenge for the project manager. 

For this it was important to finalize a comprehensive action 
plan, in order to obtain a final and complete end-to-end 
understanding of the issue’s cause(s), business impacts 
and related solutions. 

 The initial neutralization report was completed in order 
to establish a dedicated root cause analysis[5] 
including all the previously 
mentioned elements described 
in the “Time of crisis” section. 
It is important to remember 
that in problem solving, good 
solution identification and 
selection should be based on 
a set of formal criteria, as for 
instance in Lean Six Sigma 
when optimizing a process 
through the Design Of 
Experiments (DOE) methodology. 

 All conclusions were communicated to the customer: A 
key process in restoring confidence. We determined 
that honesty and transparency, for instance recognizing 
a mistake, could help in bringing back this confidence. 

 The action plan was shared throughout with the 
customer, with the primary goal to guarantee and 
convince the customer that such an issue will not occur 
again. It also helped to review our communication 
methods, and to put in place good working practices 
between teams during such events. 

We believe that the main lesson learned by the project 
manager in this case is the necessity to develop a kind of 
tenacity and to see crisis resolution through to the end, 
including during phases where pressure is lower but many 
elements are still yet to be fully explained and finalized. 

Finally, it is important to remember that a few hours or days 
are sufficient to damage customer confidence, while 
several months could be needed to restore it! 

Managing crises: lessons from experience 

Based on our experience and the various crises we have 
had to manage, we would now like to conclude by sharing 
some ideas and recommendations. 

Developing a proactive approach: The art of 
anticipation 

This is one important recommendation for project 
managers, who should always try, where possible, to 
assess situations, people and contexts in order to 
maximally anticipate crisis phenomena. 

Even if this simply comprises establishing good escalation 
processes and recovery plans, as mentioned in “Before 
crisis” section, we strongly believe this is a question of 
attitude, representing a more proactive one and not merely 
a reactive one.  

(How to Face A Project Crisis continued on page 5)



May 2013 PMI Westchester Critical Path Newsletter Page 5 

 
  

How To Face a Project Crisis and Restore a Reputation (continued) 
Such an approach is fundamental and can be extremely 
beneficial, since detecting an impending crisis and 
intervening early can significantly improve crisis resolution 
and subsequent customer relations. 

Confronting the crisis: The art of understanding a 
complex situation, problem-solving and managing 
involved organizations and stakeholders 

Once the crisis is underway, the project manager needs to 
develop their critical acumen in order to deal with the crisis 
complexity, and its various dimensions, develop solutions to 
the problem itself, and manage the involved organizations 
and personnel, etc. 

Here also, this is more than ever a question of attitude, as 
the project manager should, “Stay calm, controlled and 
friendly. In these circumstances relaxation, as well as 
balanced judgment are important qualities.” (IPMA 
Competence Baseline, 2006) 

Good leadership and assertiveness from the project 
manager are a “must”. It is key to keep control of the crisis, 
since the more time taken to resolve it, the more 
opportunity there is for new stakeholders to appear on crisis 
bridges, increasing the possibility for losing control of the 
situation. 

Communicating through a crisis:  Being transparent 
with the customer 

Communication in a crisis situation will be efficient if, and 
only if, the project manager has developed the appropriate 
strategies to involve the stakeholders and critically, the 
customer, in the key project decisions from the project 
outset. 

We strongly believe communication handling during a crisis 
is a matter of being transparent and honest. The project 
manager has to deliver difficult messages, manage 
emotions and resistance, but always through the truth. 
Avoiding difficult truths is not a good long-term strategy for 
the project manager, his or her team, and his or her 
company. 

Solving the crisis: The art of managing crises end-to-
end 

This deals with the importance of leading the crisis from 
beginning to end, until there is a thorough understanding 
and resolution of the issue(s). Moments where the problem 
is neutralized, but generally not fully explained, represent 
mere “crisis bridges” for many stakeholders. 

 

Hence, it is important for the project manager to develop 
tenacity and continued involvement, not only during “time of 
crisis” but “post-crisis”, when pressure from some 
stakeholders may have dissipated. Always aim for 
exhaustive problem solving, including the identification of all 
causes and the selection and implementation of the correct, 
long-term solutions. 

Preparing the next steps: Confidence at the very heart 
of the crisis management success 

It is also important to 
remember that good crisis 
negotiation and good 
relationship with a customer 
should be based on timely, 
coherent and credible 
communication. Indeed, once 
you are confident in your 
action plan, the customer will 
listen to you more attentively 
and will be more open to suggestions. 

In fact, the project manager has to build and gain customer 
confidence patiently over months or years during a project. 
A crisis can hugely alter or even ruin this confidence in a 
very short time frame. 

More generally, as soon as crisis resolution is on the right 
track, the project manager’s attention should be focused on 
customer-confidence and employing all means to 
progressively restore it. This element is at the very heart of 
the daily customer relationship. 
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It’s Your Turn To Vote!!  Advertise in The Critical Path!! 
PMI Westchester is proud to announce 
we have officially opened the voting for 
our board elections.   

We currently have four open positions 
on the Board of Directors. Candidate 
Statements and Ballots were emailed to 
the membership on May 10th. You have 

until May 31st to cast your vote for the candidate you feel is 
most qualified for the position they are running for this 
election cycle. This year we are voting on two year terms for 
Secretary, Treasurer, VP of Membership, and VP of 
Outreach.  

You are encouraged to read the candidate statements to get 
to know these volunteers who you will choose to be your 
Chapter Officers. Check your email and click on the 
appropriate links to hear from the candidates and to exercise 
your vote.  

Dates to remember  

March 21st through April 21st  Nomination period -- 
CLOSED 

May 13th through May 31st  Voting period - OPEN 

June 11th       Winners announced at 
the June 
Chapter/Business 
meeting  

July 1st Winners assume their 
roles  

 

Please contact anyone on the Nominating Committee for 
more information or if you have any questions. Committee 
members are Peter Roggemann, Gil Harris, Maude Fribourg, 
and David Morgan (contact info is on the Officers and 
Contacts page at PMIWestchester.org). 

Are you an independent consultant that provides project 
management related services?  Do you offer training in 
project management skills and techniques?  Are you 
looking to get your company’s name in front of PMPs and 
other business professionals?  Then join our growing list 
of advertisers!  Advertising rates are as follows: 

The Critical Path 
Ad Size 

(10 issues/year) 

Monthly 
Cost 

Monthly Cost 
One year pre-paid 

(15% Discount!) 

Full Page $200 / issue $170 / issue 

Half Page $100 / issue $85 / issue 

Quarter Page $50 / issue $42.50 / issue 

Business Card  $25 / issue $21.25 / issue 

 

To advertise in The Critical Path, e-mail our Vice 
President of Communications at 
newsletter@pmiwestchester.org 

 

 

New PMI Westchester   
Chapter Members!!! 

PMI Westchester would like to welcome the following new 
chapter members 

 

NEW CHAPTER MEMBERS 

Brian Bishop Claudine Cavalier Holmes 

Alice Gleason Victoria Kolonikina 

Michael Lyons Robert Mandel 

Denise Mangano Catherine Monahan 

Tali Orad Drifa Segal 

Stacey Silberzweig Roger Smolenski Jr 

Jerry Spallone Venice Strachan-Singh 
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Chapter Meeting – May 14, 2013,  6:00 PM – 8:00 PM 

Topic: Agile in Practice - The Real World 
Nowadays, learning about a new idea, framework, or 
process enhancement is as easy as looking it up on 
Google, watching an online video, or posting a question in 
an online forum. But none of these would be sufficient to 
answer your questions or address the challenges of 
actually implementing the new idea, framework, or process 
change.  

This presentation has two goals. First, to demonstrate the 
tools and techniques that are used in Agile projects in the 
“Real World”. To accomplish this we will roll up our sleeves, 
participate in a planning session, acquire a team, schedule 
a sprint, and deliver a potentially shippable product, all in 
less than an hour! Our second objective is to arm the 
audience with the pros & cons of implementing SCRUM in 
their workplace. For this, we will review what works and 
what doesn't: how to introduce Agile topics in your 
organizations if they're already Agile, or are planning to be 
in the future. 

Featured Speaker - Stanley Ioffe, PMP, PMI-ACP, CSM  
Stanley Ioffe has over 15 years of hands-on experience 
with software development projects, in both waterfall and 
Agile environments, across a variety of roles including 
development, business analysis, testing and quality 
assurance, and project and product management. He has 
spent the last seven years implementing and coaching 
Agile teams in various business sectors including financial 
services and Internet marketing. His most recent project 
being with the Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium 
where he serves as an Agile Product Owner. Stanley also 
serves a Technical Advisor and a Sr. Project Manager at 
the Rondo Young Artist Festival, and is a proud member of 
the Westchester PMI Chapter. 
 
Location 

The Royal Palace Restaurant 
77 Knollwood Road, White Plains / Greenburgh, NY 10607 
(at the south end of the Greenburgh Shopping Plaza) 
Phone: 914.289.1988 

Agenda 

6:00 | Registration, Networking & Dinner  
6:45 | Announcements, Introduction of Program  
7:00 | Guest Speaker or Internal Program (1 PDU)  
8:00 | Participants network 
8:15 | SIG programs; PMO, Quality (1 PDU) 

 

Vendor Corner 

Thomas Deirlein, Academy Leadership  
Phone: (917) 287-5961  
E-mail: tdeirlein@academyleadership.com 

Fees 

Chapter members − $20 
Non-members − $25 
We accept cash or checks. Sorry, no credit card  

Directions: 

From I-287 
 
 Take I-287 to exit 4. 
 At the end of the exit ramp turn SOUTH and go 6/10 of 

a mile to the traffic light at Stadium Road (sign may not 
be visible). 

 Turn LEFT onto Stadium, go 50 yards, then RIGHT into 
the unused end of the plaza parking lot. 

 Go to the far right hand corner of the lot where it 
connects to the part with the stores. Pass the stores 
and the movie theater on your left until you come to the 
Royal Palace. 

 

Map to Royal Palace Restaurant 
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Upcoming PMI Westchester and Other Educational Events 
June 2013 Chapter Meeting 

Topic: Annual Business Meeting plus Practicing the Art of 
Networking 
Speaker:  Bill Cusano, creator of Cusano Marketing - The 
Story Store 
Date:  June 11, 2013 
Location:  The Royal Palace, Greenburgh, NY 

June 2013 Breakfast Roundtable Meeting 
Topic: Vendor Management - Managing vendors and 
contractors on your projects 
Facilitator: Doreen DePass, Mary Gilmartin, BRT 
Program Manager 
Date: Thursday, June 25th − 7:30 to 8:45 AM 
Location: 108 Corporate Park Drive, White Plains, ground 
level cafeteria - Breakfast available for Purchase 
 
 

 
Job Club Meeting 

Topic: Ask the Recruiter! 
Donna Held, recruiter and career 
coach, from Career Techniques, Inc. 
will be conducting an open question 

and answer session on topics ranging from interview skills, 
salary negotiation, targeting your search, cover 
letter/resume writing and techniques for working with both 
corporate and staffing firm recruiters. 

This is your chance to ask those tough questions and 
prepare yourself to respond in a supportive environment. 
Donna's previous presentation was very well received and 
we are glad to welcome her back.  

Speaker:  Donna Held, Recruiter and career coach, 
Career Techniques, Inc. 

Date:  May 17, 2013 – 8:00 AM to 10:00 AM 

Location:  Fordham Westchester (West Harrison, NY)  
400 Westchester Ave., Room 142 
West Harrison, NY 10604 

 

 

 

 

 

The Critical Path 
The Critical Path is PMI Westchester’s free monthly 
newsletter, published as a service for members and non-
members alike. We’re always looking for your contributions.  
To submit an article for publication, please contact the 
newsletter editor listed below: 

Brenda Horton − Chief Newsletter Editor 
newsletter@pmiwestchester.org  

Kathy Steuber – Co-Newsletter Editor 
ksteuberpmp@aol.com 

Nat Postrigan – Co-Newsletter Editor 
postrigann09@gmail.com 

  
 


