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IS “disasters” may not be as life-threatening, but the same rules apply.
Michael S. Lines, PMP
Ron Howard’s epic movie Apollo
13 recounts the ill-fated Apollo
13 mission to the moon, a mis-

sion that came close to causing the first
loss of life in space for a U.S. astronaut.
They were only a third of the way into
the mission when one of the oxygen
tanks in the command ship Odyssey ex-
ploded, crippling the spacecraft and en-
dangering the lives of the crew.

The story of Apollo 13 is one of hope,
inspiration and perseverance, and one
that holds many useful parallels for those
in the field of information system project
management. What are these parallels?
Consider the factors that contributed to
the success of the Apollo program.

Have a Clear Objective. More than
anything else, having a clear objective
helps to ensure a successful project. With
the Apollo program, that objective was
to land a man on the moon and return
him safely to earth, a goal that was
achieved just seven short years after Pres-
ident Kennedy first issued the challenge
to the nation and the world.

To be successful, IS projects must also
have clear goals and objectives. A com-
plete statement of a project’s objectives,
milestones and requirements, embodied
in a Statement of Work or similar con-
tractual document, helps to ensure that
everyone agrees on the purpose and de-
liverables of the project. This also keeps
everyone focused on the business reason
for doing the project in the first place.
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Fifty-five hours into the Apollo 13 mission an oxygen tank exploded, severely
crippling the ship about 200,000 miles from Earth. Loss of oxygen meant loss of
power, and the undamaged, self-contained lunar module became the crew’s
lifeboat. The emergency measures this forced included cobbling together a higher
capacity CO2 scrubber using on-board materials (top). On the ground, mission
control teams worked around the clock to solve new technical challenges
(middle). The team’s efforts paid off, and the crew of Apollo 13 splashed down
safely on April 17, 1970.

■ LEARNING THE LESSONS OF APOLLO 13
Pick the Best People. The Apollo as-
tronauts were the best of the best. Se-
lected from the top test and military pi-
lots, they were the most highly qualified
and capable people available. That level
of excellence showed when it came to
overcoming obstacles and achieving the
impossible, as was often required to
complete the Apollo missions.

To achieve success in IS projects, we
must also seek to employ the best people
available, especially for the project man-
ager and lead technical staff. We should
seek to hire industry specialists with
broad experience drawn from diverse as-
signments—people who can overcome
the unexpected problems that occur in
even the best planned project. By hiring
the best, you acquire people who have
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already been tempered by the fires of ad-
versity and have overcome them.

Support Them With the Best Team.
No matter how good the astronauts
were, they would never have been suc-
cessful without the team that supported
them and their mission. From the scien-
tists and engineers who built the rockets,
to the programmers who wrote the nav-
igation programs, to the seamstress who
sewed the spacesuits, the success of the
Apollo missions resulted from thousands
of people pulling together to achieve
something that once seemed impossible.

In IS projects, it’s not the project
manager but the project team that
achieves the project objectives. Team
leaders, programmers, testers, tech writ-
ers: the typical large IS project needs all
these people and more to pull together
diverse technology to meet a customer’s
business objectives. The project manager
melds this diverse group of people into
the effective team needed to meet the
project objectives.

Support Them With the Best Equip-
ment and Technology. The Apollo pro-
gram achieved its objective by employing
the best technology available at the time.
In many cases, that technology was cre-
ated specifically for the Apollo program
and in turn led to advances in commer-
cial industry.

IS projects don’t have the luxury of
the “blank checkbook” that the managers
of the Apollo program did. Nevertheless,
technology can be used in numerous
ways to boost the productivity of the pro-
ject team and help to ensure their success.
From personal development systems, to
CASE and design tools, to project man-
agement software and even e-mail to fa-
cilitate communication, the improve-
ments in productivity and quality that
technology brings are well worth the ini-
tial capital costs to the project.

Train Constantly. The Apollo astro-
nauts trained constantly, and kept train-
ing until the last moment. A backup crew
trained beside them so that someone
would be available to carry out the mis-
sion if for any reason the primary team
was unable to.

For IS project teams, training is also
essential. Whether it is training to un-
derstand and use the technology being
deployed (such as client/server), training
in the use of tools, or training in project
management or some other facet of pro-
ject implementation, training is better
done beforehand rather than in the heat
of project implementation. All too often
team members are expected to just “read
the manual” to bring themselves up to
speed with a new system or tool, and
management expresses surprise when the
quality and productivity gains expected
are not realized. This attitude toward
training would have been unacceptable
for the Apollo program and should be
unacceptable for IS projects as well.

Prepare for the Unexpected. For the
astronauts and mission planners, prepar-
ing for the unexpected was a crucial part
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Art Imitates Life
When he watched Apollo 13, PMI member Frank Saladis of Applied Business
Technologies in New York heard those cinematic project managers make a lot
of familiar statements. He compiled them to share with his organization and
PM Network readers:

“Work the problem, people. Let’s not make things worse by guessing.”
“Start replanning—improvise.”
“Failure is not an option!”
“Skip things that are not absolutely needed.”
“Identify contingencies.”
“Here is what you need to make, and here is what you have to work with.”
“We are no strangers to emergencies.”
“This was a successful failure!”
For Saladis, the movie brought home how the smallest detail can have a

major impact on your project. “When they calculated the return trajectory,” he
notes, “they forgot to compensate for the fact that they did not have the
weight of the moon rocks on the capsule. This slight change in the return path
almost caused the capsule to burn up.”

For further inspiration, Saladis suggests The Bridge on the River Kwai.
“There is a 30-minute segment in this film that depicts a classic project man-
agement planning session, complete with agenda, resource planning, risk
management, material requirements, schedule, site planning, etc.”

So zip down to the video store for a little project management education!
of the program. They knew they were ex-
ploring unknown territory and therefore
had to prepare contingencies for situa-
tions they might encounter. Their train-
ing for the unexpected, along with the re-
dundancies and engineering of their
spacecraft for those contingencies, en-
abled the Apollo 13 astronauts to survive.

For IS projects, preparing for the un-
known starts with the initial project plan-
ning, where allowances should be built
into the plan to account for both known
and unknown possibilities. An active risk
management program should be in place
from the beginning of the project and up-
dated throughout the project life cycle to
ensure that the project is as prepared as
possible for whatever problems, either
technological or otherwise, may arise.

For the Apollo astronauts, these fac-
tors were not only instrumental in their
success, they were also integral to ensur-
ing their survival. However, even when
all precautions are taken and all the plan-
ning, training, and engineering has been
done to the best of everyone’s ability,
“Murphy” can still strike. 

Never Consider Defeat. When this
disaster struck, the mission controllers,
mission team and crew of Apollo 13 nev-
er allowed themselves to consider the pos-
sibility that the crew would not make it
back. Whether it was the initial objective
of getting to the moon, or the revised ob-
jective of bringing the astronauts home
safely, they knew they could not fail, and
therefore they made sure they didn’t.

While human lives are not at stake for
most IS projects, the principle remains
the same. When disaster strikes on a pro-
ject, as long as you proceed from the
standpoint that the project can succeed
and must succeed, you’ll find you have
the drive to see that it will succeed.

Improvise. When the Apollo 13 ship
was crippled, the mission team had to
use their ingenuity to solve their prob-
lems. Hundreds of thousands of miles
from Earth, with no way to replace the
failed CO2 scrubbers, they had to make
new ones from what they had available.
Likewise, when the oxygen and power
on the command ship Odyssey failed, the
team improvised and made use of the lu-
nar lander Aquarius.
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For IS projects, when disaster strikes—
the project is late, over budget or deliver-
ing poor quality products—improvising
with what you have available can provide
a solution. This often means redefining
the parameters of the project, whether
the schedule, budget or deliverables, so
that you can turn certain failure for the
entire project back into success for a
modified project that still meets the fun-
damental business objectives.

Take Risks. The crew and mission
team of Apollo 13 knew that they had to
cut corners and take chances if they were
going to survive. From piloting the
spacecraft manually to cutting checklists
to a minimum, with certain death the al-
ternative, the mission team took calcu-
lated risks to ensure their survival.

When an IS project is in trouble, the
project manager must also take calculat-
ed risks to help ensure its survival—a
gamble with new technologies, new peo-
ple or new processes. When faced with a
choice between certain failure or possi-
ble success, the project manager must
have the guts to take the risks and to face
the consequences if failures occur.
Turn Failure into Success. Success
can be found even in failure. For the
Apollo 13 mission, that success was the
achievement of bringing the crew back
safely against all odds. The interest this
generated revived the flagging public
support for the Apollo program (for a
time) and helped renew the commitment
to safety within the space program (until
it flagged again, leading to the Chal-
lenger disaster).

In IS projects, even when we fail and
the project is canceled, there is always a
lesson to be learned. Whatever the reason
for the failure or cancellation, it should
be looked on as an opportunity to learn
and improve so that future failures can be
prevented. The adage “Unless we learn
from history, we are doomed to repeat it”
is as true for IS projects as it is for mis-
sions to the moon. ■

Michael S. Lines, PMP, CCP, is a manager
and consultant with over 20 years experi-
ence in IT project and general management.
He is the author of a forthcoming book from
McGraw-Hill dealing with crisis manage-
ment and turnaround of failing IT projects.
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