Triple Constraints in Project Management

Observations by Stephen F. Delahunty

Scope, Time, and Cost are the triple constraints as noted by Schwalbe and also Souder.  So what do these three constraints mean to the project manager?   It is the project manager's role to understand, define, monitor, and control (if possible) these issues.  Also, these three constraints are often directly inter-related in that if you change the project scope you then incur a change to the timeline and/or costs.  Another relevant issue here is that these constaints are not always equal, in one project the budget may be more critical than timeline while in another project the deadline may be more critical than cost.  The project manager must figure out which is the critical constraint.  For instance in Year 2000 remediation projects the timeline could not usually be pushed past January 1, 2000.

Right now at work we have a software development project to implement electronic signature technology for one of our divisions.  Initially the project scope on this effort was not very well documented.  As the consultant for this effort became more and more aware of the project the timeline had to be pushed back to allow for requirements as they were pulled out of the stakeholders involved.  So "scope creep" had an impact on the timeline and consulting costs. Ironically even though many consultants love to hear scope changes since it can mean more billable hours, in this case the consultant and I discussed his concerns and his desire for more concretely defined projects as a norm.  

