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improve project conversations, and turn  
what you learn into action
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As a project owner, you are accountable for outcomes 
produced by people and organizations you do not 
directly control. Your designers, contractors, and 
consultants each operate under their own incentives, 
constraints, and definitions of success. A Project 
Management Plan is how you establish shared 
expectations across all of them: how decisions get 
made, how information moves, how uncertainty 
surfaces, and what happens when conditions change. 

Experienced project teams already have the expected 
structures in place: schedules, controls, reporting, risk 
processes, defined responsibilities, and established 
procedures. The harder test comes when conditions change. An assumption becomes less reliable. Information 
develops unevenly across teams. A potential risk isn’t significant enough to appear in formal reporting. A decision 
crosses organizational boundaries. By the time the impact becomes visible in cost or schedule, some of your options 
may already be gone. 

A useful Project Management Plan should help the team respond to those conditions, not simply describe how the 
project is intended to operate.CMAA describes the PMP as establishing the systems, methods, procedures, roles, 
responsibilities, authority, communications, and information needed to manage the project.1 This guide starts there  
and asks a different question: how do you pressure-test those systems while there is still time to act?

You don’t need to rebuild your Project 
Management Plan or add another layer of 
meetings and reporting. Use these four 
practices inside the project-management 
routines you already have:

Turn assumptions into early-warning signals. 
Identify consequential assumptions and determine 
what you would see before they fail. 

Surface risk before it becomes a variance.  
Create space for emerging conditions to surface 
while meaningful options still exist. 

Trace information to the decision.  
Find where time, context, or ownership is lost 
between the first signal and action. 

Pressure-test the decision path before you need it. 
Test whether governance can actually produce a 
decision at the speed the project requires. 
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Introduction 

How to use this guide:

The objective isn’t more process.  
It’s earlier visibility and more time to respond.
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PRACTICE #1 

Turn Assumptions Into Early-Warning Signals 
Project plans depend on assumptions about approvals, funding, design progress, procurement, market conditions, 
stakeholder behavior, and dozens of other variables. 

CMAA recommends making project assumptions realistic, gathering input from knowledgeable participants, 
understanding their potential impacts, and updating that understanding as the project progresses.2
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Follow the dependency
For each consequential assumption, identify what depends on it.  
Permit approval by Sept 1 » Procurement release » Mobilization » Critical-path work » Completion milestone 

The objective is to understand how far the impact travels if the assumption changes. 

Define the early signal 
Ask: 		  What would we see before this assumption actually failed?  
Assumption: 	 Permit approval by September 1  
Early signal: 	 Significant agency comments remain unresolved 30 days before expected approval. 

Set the trigger and response 
Before the condition becomes an issue, define: Signal » Threshold » Owner » Action 

If significant agency comments remain unresolved 30 days before planned approval, the design lead escalates 
agency coordination and the PM evaluates alternate procurement sequencing. 

Put it into practice: 
Use 15–20 minutes of an existing project review.

Focus only on answers with meaningful  
downstream consequences. 

Ask each functional lead: 
What must remain true over the next 60–90 days  
for your current plan to hold?
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Feed what changes back into the project 
At the next review, ask: what do we know now that we 
didn’t know last time? If the assumption has changed, 
identify what else needs to change with it: schedule, 
budget or contingency, procurement strategy, risk 
register, decision timing, stakeholder communication, 
project procedures. 

CMAA describes management plans as evolving 
documents and calls for procedures to update them  
as the project develops.3
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When you hear... 
“We’re expecting...” 

“As long as...” 

“We should have...” 

“They’ve always...” 

“We can make the date if...” 

“For now...”

Probe for... 
Dependency 

Condition 

Timing uncertainty 

Historical assumption 

Conditional commitment 

Workaround becoming normal 

Don’t simply ask whether an assumption is still true.  
Ask what would tell you it is becoming less reliable, and what changes when that happens.

•	 What are we treating as settled that is not entirely within our control? 
•	 Which assumption would create the greatest downstream impact if it changed? 
•	 Where are we losing options as time passes? 

Questions That Change the Conversation 



PRACTICE #2 

Surface Risk Before It Becomes a Variance 
Practice 1 tests what you are assuming will hold. This practice catches what is already moving but hasn’t yet surfaced 
in formal reporting. Reporting is designed to communicate known conditions. By the time something appears as a cost 
variance, schedule delay, or unresolved issue, some of your options may already be gone. 

CMAA describes risk management as a continuous process and recommends risk discussions throughout every project 
phase, including review of both known risks and unforeseen conditions as they emerge.4 
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Surface emerging conditions
Ask: What are you seeing that isn’t a problem yet but could become one?  
Then probe: What changed since our last review? What are we waiting on? Where is flexibility shrinking?  
What decision are we approaching with less information than you’d like? What concern hasn’t made it into  
formal reporting yet? 

Listen for weak signals

Put it into practice: 
Add a short forward-looking segment to an existing project review. For this portion of the meeting,  
don’t report what has happened. Discuss what could change what happens next. 

Look forward far enough to preserve options. Depending on the phase, that might be 30, 60, or 90 days. 
Bring in the people closest to the conditions being discussed, not simply the people who normally attend 
the status meeting. CMAA similarly recommends involving the owner, CM, designers, contractors, and 
relevant technical participants as appropriate to the phase and risk.5
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When you hear... 
“For now...” 

“We’re waiting on...” 

“We don’t know yet...” 

“Someone needs to...” 

“We’re making it work...” 

“That’s normal...” 

“If we can just...” 

It may indicate... 
Workaround 

Dependency 

Uncertainty 

Ownership gap 

Emerging constraint 

Normalized risk 

Compression or loss of flexibility 

The purpose isn’t to turn every comment into a risk-register entry.  
It’s to identify conditions worth examining before they become established problems.
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Separate noise from something actionable 
For each emerging condition, ask: Could this materially affect scope, cost, schedule, quality, or another owner 
objective? Can we identify something observable that would tell us it is getting worse or more likely? Can someone 
still influence the outcome? If yes, move it into action.

Don’t wait for uncertainty to become mature enough to appear in formal reporting.  
Create a place for weak signals to surface while you still have choices. 

Close the loop 
At the next review, don’t ask “is this still a risk?”   
Ask: What do we know now that we didn’t know last time?  
Then determine:   Did the trigger move? Did the agreed action occur? Did the potential impact change?  
		      Do we still have the same options?

CMAA calls for risks and opportunities to be adjusted, retired, or added as new information becomes available,  
with consistent tracking and communication.7 

CMAA calls for assigning responsibility for risks and developing mitigation actions  
with responsibilities and required dates.6 
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Condition »
Supplier lead times 
are beginning to 
extend.

Trigger »
Required equipment 
lead time exceeds 
available float. 

Potential Impact »
Critical-path 
installation and 
commissioning.

Owner »
Procurement lead.  

Response » 

Validate alternate 
suppliers; evaluate 
early release; quantify 
schedule effect.

Convert the signal into a response

•	 What would surprise us three months from now that someone in this room can already see forming? 
•	 Which issue are we tolerating because it hasn’t affected the baseline yet? 
•	 Where have we lost flexibility since our last review?
•	 What are we waiting to become certain about before acting? 
•	 What would be cheaper or easier to address today than next month?

Questions That Change the Conversation 



PRACTICE #3 

Trace Information to the Decision 
Capital programs generate enormous amounts of information. The challenge is not capturing and reporting it. It is making 
sure consequential information reaches someone who can act on it while there is still time to influence the outcome. 

CMAA says management information systems should address the project team’s information needs and provide a basis 
for identifying and evaluating problem areas and variances. For large capital programs, CMAA emphasizes organizing, 
analyzing, accessing, and communicating information across the project team.8 
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Put it into practice: 
Don’t begin by evaluating your reporting system. Choose one recent issue that required a consequential 
project decision and trace it backward: 

Surface emerging conditions
Find where the information stopped moving. Don’t focus initially on who caused the delay. Identify what prevented 
the information from becoming actionable. 

Not recognized? The signal existed, but its significance wasn’t understood. 

Not developed? The issue was known, but its consequences weren’t established. 

Not escalated? The information remained within one team, discipline, or meeting. 

Waiting for certainty? The team delayed escalation until more was known. 

Waiting for authority? The issue reached the right level, but the decision path stalled. 

Communicated without context? The information moved, but its urgency, dependencies, or consequences did not. 

11

Action  » 
What was done,  
and when?

Decision  »  
When was the  
decision made?

Actionable Info   »
When did the decision-
maker have enough 
information to act?

Early Signal  »  
When did someone first 
know conditions might 
be changing? 

May 20:  
Change authorized 

May 14:  
Owner decision 
requested 

May 10: 
Cost and schedule 
exposure quantified 

April 22:  
Field condition identified 

Put dates and owners against each point. 

Then ask: what happened during the 28 days between the first signal and action? 
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Ask why it made sense at the time
Avoid hindsight. Ask: Given what was known, why did 
waiting, escalating, or acting seem like the right choice? 

The answer may expose a reporting threshold that was 
too high, an unclear escalation expectation, information 
the decision-maker needed but the team didn’t know 
to provide, a concern about escalating incomplete 
information, a handoff dependent on one person, a 
contractual or organizational boundary, or a routine 
process being applied to an exceptional condition.
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Identify the earliest useful intervention point 
Don’t automatically conclude that the first signal should have triggered escalation.  
Ask: At what point did we know enough that a different action could reasonably have preserved more options?

That’s the point worth designing around.

•	 When was this first knowable? 
•	 When did it become actionable? 
•	 Who knew before the person who could act? 
•	 What prevented it from moving at that point? 
•	 What information were we waiting for, and did we actually need it before escalating? 
•	 What options disappeared while we waited? 
•	 Would the same information follow the same path if this happened tomorrow?

Questions That Change the Conversation 

When you hear... 

“I thought they knew.” 

“We mentioned it in the meeting.” 

“We were waiting for confirmation.” 

“It wasn’t official yet.” 

“We didn’t know the impact yet.” 

“That wasn’t ours to escalate.” 

“Everyone knew about it.” 

Examine...

Handoff / ownership 

Whether communication reached someone who could act 

Escalation threshold 

Treatment of emerging information 

Whether awareness and analysis need to occur in parallel 

Responsibility 

Whether anyone owned the next action 
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Change the handoff, not the entire system. 
Once you’ve identified the failure point, 
make the smallest useful change. If 
the problem was recognition, define 
what conditions prompt additional 
review. If it was analysis, establish who 
quickly assesses potential exposure. 
If it was escalation, define when 
emerging information moves beyond 
the originating team. If it was authority, 
clarify who can act and when. If it was 
context, define what must accompany 
an escalation: potential impact, 
urgency, dependencies, and decision 
required. 

CMAA’s Cost Management Guidelines provide a useful standard for the outcome: potential or actual budget 
variances should reach the owner’s attention early enough that cost growth can still be controlled and contained.9

 

4
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A simple diagnostic: 
Signal  »  Interpret  »  Escalate  »  Decide  »  Act 

At each step ask: Where did time accumulate? Where did context disappear? Where did options narrow? 

Test the change against the next real issue. 

When the next consequential issue occurs, trace it again:  
Signal  »  Actionable information  »  Decision  »  Action 

Ask: did information reach the person who could act while meaningful options were still available?  
If not, find the next constraint and adjust again. 

Don’t measure information flow by whether something was reported. Measure it by whether the right person 
understood what was changing early enough to preserve meaningful choices. 



PRACTICE #4 

Pressure-Test the Decision Path Before You Need It 
Decision authority can look clear in a responsibility matrix and become much less clear when a real issue crosses 
organizational, contractual, or functional boundaries. The prescription here is not to map the decision path. You have 
done that. It is to break the path on purpose, while the stakes are low, before a real decision does it for you. 

CMAA places explicit emphasis on establishing responsibilities, levels of authority, decision-making authority, project 
procedures, and management reporting relationships.10 
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Put it into practice: 
Choose one plausible, consequential decision the project may need to make in the next phase.  
For example: an unforeseen condition threatens a critical-path activity; a design change exceeds 
established contingency thresholds; long-lead equipment cannot meet the required installation date; a 
stakeholder request materially changes scope; a required approval is unlikely to arrive when planned. 

Don’t ask “what is our process for handling this?” Give the team the scenario and walk it through. 

Follow the decision path 
IDENTIFY: 		  Who recognizes the condition?   
ASSESS: 		  Who determines potential cost, schedule, scope, or operational impact?   
RECOMMEND: 		  Who develops and recommends the available responses?   
DECIDE: 		  Who has authority to select the response?   
IMPLEMENT: 		  Who puts the decision into action?   
COMMUNICATE: 	 Who needs to know what was decided and what it changes? 

Use people or defined roles, not “the project team.” 

Add time
For every step ask: How long can this reasonably take before the delay itself changes the available options?

Look for tight approval windows, sequential reviews, external information dependencies, authority concentrated 
in one person, and actions that cannot begin until a decision is final. A decision path can be perfectly clear and 
still fail if it operates slower than the project requires.
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13 Introduce friction 
This is the step that matters most.  
Once the normal path is clear, change one condition and ask “what happens now?” 

•	 The executive with approval authority is unavailable. 
•	 Final pricing isn’t available before action is required. 
•	 Design and construction disagree about the recommended response. 
•	 The proposed solution exceeds delegated authority. 
•	 The issue affects both project budget and facility operations. 
•	 The path that survives the friction is the one you can trust.  

The point where it stalls is the thing to fix before the stakes are real.

•	 Where could this decision wait? 
•	 Where could two parties reasonably believe the other owns the next step? 
•	 Who needs to advise this decision but doesn’t need approval authority? 
•	 What information is truly required to make the decision? 
•	 What would we do if that information weren’t available in time? 
•	 Who can act if the primary decision-maker is unavailable? 
•	 When does delaying the decision become a decision itself? 

Questions That Change the Conversation 

When you hear... 

“It depends...” 

“Usually...” 

“I’d have to ask...” 

“Everyone needs to approve...” 

“That’s their call...” 

“We’d probably escalate it...” 

“We need the final numbers first...” 

“We’ve never had that happen...”  

Examine...

Decision criteria 

Informal governance 

Unclear or insufficient authority 

Approval bottleneck 

Ownership gap 

Undefined escalation path 

Whether certainty is being required too early 

Exception the existing process may not accommodate 
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Fix the weakest point
The purpose isn’t to generate another responsibility matrix.  
Make the smallest change necessary. 

Clarify who owns decisions that cross functional boundaries.  
Define what cost, schedule, risk, or scope condition triggers escalation.  
Decide who can act when the primary decision-maker is unavailable.  
Keep expertise in the process without turning every participant into an approver.  
Determine what must be known versus what can remain uncertain.  
Establish when the decision must occur to preserve options.  
Capture enough context to understand later not only what was decided, but why. 

Close the loop with the real decision 
After the next consequential decision, ask:  
Where did the actual decision path differ from the one we planned? 

Look at time (where did it wait?), authority 
(was ownership clear?), information (did the 
decision-maker have what they needed?), 
participation (were the right people involved 
without unnecessary approvals?), execution 
(how quickly did the decision become action?), 
and communication (did affected parties learn 
about it in time to respond?). Where the real path 
differs materially from the planned one, update 
the relevant project procedure.

Don’t wait for a consequential decision to 
discover whether decision authority is clear.  
Test the path while the stakes are low, then 
remove the friction that could cost time or 
options when the stakes are high. 



VPO  |  Project Management Plan Starter Guide   |   13

www.getvpo.com

The questions you ask can change what a project team notices, surfaces, and acts on. Use these to move beyond 
status reporting and expose assumptions, emerging conditions, information gaps, and decision friction while there 
is still time to respond. 

Don’t stop at the answer. When a question surfaces something consequential: name it, determine the impact, identify 
the earliest useful signal, assign ownership, decide what triggers action, define the response, and revisit what changed.

When everything appears to be on track
•	 What needs to remain true over the next 60–90 days for the current plan to hold? 
•	 What are you seeing that isn’t a problem yet but could become one? 
•	 Where are we losing options as time passes? 

When something doesn’t feel right
•	 What has changed since our last review that isn’t reflected in the current plan? 
•	 What concern hasn’t made it into formal reporting yet? 
•	 What are we currently making work through a workaround? 

When new information surfaces
•	 When was this first knowable, and who knew before the person who could act? 
•	 What options disappear if we wait? 

Before a consequential decision
•	 What information would actually change this decision? 
•	 Who needs to advise this decision but doesn’t need approval authority? 
•	 How long can we wait before the delay itself changes our options? 
•	 Who can act if the primary decision-maker is unavailable?

After something didn’t go as expected 
•	 At what point could we reasonably have acted differently? 
•	 What prevented action at that point: recognition, information, escalation, or authority? 
•	 What part of our management approach needs to change before the same condition occurs again? 

Questions That Change the Conversation 
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Don’t start by rewriting your Project Management Plan.  
Start with one upcoming project conversation. 

Choose one practice. Apply it inside a meeting or review 
that already exists. Ask one question differently. Listen 
for assumptions, uncertainty, workarounds, lost context, 
unclear ownership, and shrinking options. 

Follow the answer. Determine what it affects, who 
can act, and what would indicate that conditions are 
changing. 

Change something: a trigger, a handoff, an escalation 
threshold, a decision path, a project procedure. Then 
revisit what happened. 

 
The value of the exercise isn’t what you uncover. It’s what the project does differently because you uncovered it. 

About this Guide 
This guide draws on established construction management practices and guidance published by the Construction 
Management Association of America (CMAA), including its Standards of Practice and professional practice guidelines. 
The four practices presented here are a practical synthesis intended to help experienced project owners apply those 
principles within existing project-management routines. 

Produced by VPO

www.getvpo.com

Put the Guide to Work 

Ready to put this playbook into action? 
VPO is a construction project management platform built specifically for capital 
project owners. With integrated budget tracking, change order management, pay 
application workflows, and portfolio-level dashboards, VPO gives owners the real-
time visibility and structured accountability that CMAA’s Standards call for.

Request A Demo »

https://www.getvpo.com/demo


Footnotes 

1.	 Construction Management Association of America (CMAA), Standards of Practice, section addressing the Project Management 
Plan and Project Procedures Manual. ↩ 

2.	 Construction Management Association of America (CMAA), Risk Management Guidelines, section addressing realistic project 
assumptions, expert judgment, and ongoing risk assessment. ↩ 

3.	 Construction Management Association of America (CMAA), Cost Management Guidelines, section describing the cost 
management plan as a living document that evolves throughout the project lifecycle. ↩ 

4.	 Construction Management Association of America (CMAA), Risk Management Guidelines, section describing risk management 
as an iterative and continuous process and recommending risk meetings throughout project phases.↩ 

5.	 Construction Management Association of America (CMAA), Risk Management Guidelines, guidance on risk-management meeting 
participants during pre-design, design, procurement, and construction. ↩ 

6.	 Construction Management Association of America (CMAA), Risk Management Guidelines, guidance on assigning primary 
responsibility for risks and establishing mitigation actions, responsibilities, and required dates. ↩ 

7.	 Construction Management Association of America (CMAA), Risk Management Guidelines, guidance on tracking, adjusting, 
retiring, adding, updating, and communicating risks and opportunities. ↩ 

8.	 Construction Management Association of America (CMAA), Standards of Practice, Management Information System guidance 
addressing information needs and identification and evaluation of problem areas and variances. 

9.	 Construction Management Association of America (CMAA), Cost Management Guidelines, guidance that cost variances should 
be brought to the owner’s attention early enough for cost growth to be controlled and contained.

10.	Construction Management Association of America (CMAA), Standards of Practice, Project Procedures Manual guidance 
concerning responsibilities and levels of authority. See also CMAA guidance addressing decision-making authorities, roles and 
responsibilities, and management reporting roles.
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