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Objectives

In 2000, I decided to hike Kilimanjaro
• Almost unattainable goal (80% fail)

• Required preparation and rigorous execution

• Fixed timeline and budget

• Risk of injury or death

• Spent 6 months talking about doing it

What do these statements sound like?

• Discuss the journey as a PM case study

• Come away with a different way of thinking
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PREPARATION

“Before anything else, preparation is the key 
to success” – Alexander Graham Bell
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Preparation: Be Informed

Why did so many people fail?
• HAPE/HACE

• Several paths

• Wet, rainy season vs. cold, dry season

• Slippery terrain

• -40 at summit

• Lack of training

Lesson Learned – Why is this important?
• Get as much historical information as possible to 

identify risks and opportunities. Those who do not 
learn from history…
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Preparation: Hire The Experts

Sought advice from experts
• Analyzed vendors (track record, cost, etc.)

• vs. figuring it out ourselves

Lesson Learned – Why is this important?
• Choosing expert help sounds like an easy and fairly 

obvious decision, but all too often companies 
attempt to jump into projects without expert 
advice.



6

Preparation: Create a Plan

We needed a plan
• Equipment
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• Logistics

• Training plan

• Route up the mountain

Lesson Learned
• Creating the plan is a critical activity. Once the 

project starts, it costs more time and resources to 
change direction; half way up the mountain would 
not have been a good time to decide to take a 
different starting route. 
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Preparation: Define Roles

We needed to identify roles & responsibilities
• Didn’t want to concern ourselves

• Critical to success

• Sourced work to guide, carry and cook

Lesson Learned – Why is this important?
• Companies do not have the resources to specialize 

in every technical field. They need to consider 
sourcing specific work to organizations that can 
manage the work. 
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Preparation: Use of Technology

Technology as an enabler of success
• Unstable terrain – hiking poles

• -40 degrees – special boots

• Bacteria – water purification

• Summit at night – head lamp

Lesson Learned – Why is this important?
• Use technology to enable success

• Tradeoff between cost and value
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Preparation: Prototype

Trial runs before the real event
• Could we handle the altitude?

• Would our technology work?

• Trained in Colorado and New Hampshire

Lesson Learned – Why is this important?
• Prototypes are cheap ways for projects to test their 

approach and technologies 
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EXECUTION

“A journey of a thousand miles must begin 
with a single step” - Lao-Tze 604BC
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Execution: Day 1: Kickoff
Arrived and prepared for kickoff
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Execution: Day 1: Kickoff
Kickoff meeting in Swahili
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Execution: Day 1: Kickoff
Document risks up front
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Execution: Day 1: Kickoff
Started the project – a little mud
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Execution: Day 1: Kickoff
First challenge – starting off slow
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Execution: Day 1: Kickoff

Lessons Learned
• Do team-building activities to build the “one-team, 

one-goal” concept

• Document your risks up-front

• Help the team members who are struggling, as 
their performance affects the entire team

• Be flexible with your approach as the reality 
becomes different from the plan

• Learn how to say ‘slow American’ in Swahili
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Execution: Day 2: Immersion
And up we go some more…
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Execution: Day 2: Immersion
Why is this picture important?
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Execution: Day 2: Immersion
If you look carefully…



20

Execution: Day 2: Immersion
Something’s buggy
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Execution: Day 2: Immersion

Lessons Learned
• Project work is painful at times but you need to 

work through it

• Envision the goal and see the bigger picture 

• Pay attention to the details

• Take care of bugs when you notice them and 
before they get out of control 

• Have regular checkpoints to assess progress
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Execution: Day 3: Roller Coaster
Ready to continue on but visible progress
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Execution: Day 3: Roller Coaster
Projects have many ups and downs
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Execution: Day 3: Roller Coaster
You need to take all of the appropriate steps
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Execution: Day 3: Roller Coaster
Having a strong leader is very important
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Execution: Day 3: Roller Coaster
Our next goal was too hard for one team member
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Execution: Day 3: Roller Coaster

Lessons Learned
• Sometimes the work takes you away from your 

goal and you have to make up the ground

• Taking all of the right steps may take time but is 
necessary to attain the end goal 

• You want to have an experienced leader that you 
can have confidence in 

• Sometimes it’s okay to change resources if they 
are not the appropriate fit, and risk the end goal 
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Execution: Day 4: The Wall
Our scope changed, but we had to continue
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Execution: Day 4: The Wall
Always stick together as a team
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Execution: Day 4: The Wall
Projects hit walls that need to be passed somehow
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Execution: Day 4: The Wall
It is important to reflect on your progress
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Execution: Day 4: The Wall

Lessons Learned
• Even though you have a plan, you have to be 

flexible to changes in scope 

• Projects often hit a wall in the middle where the 
team needs to work together to push through. This 
is where working together as a team is critical

• It is important to reflect on your progress and 
performance
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Execution: Day 5: Almost There
Projects are littered with pitfalls and debris
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Execution: Day 5: Almost There
You will need to use your head
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Execution: Day 5: Almost There
The team gets exhausted
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Execution: Day 5: Almost There

Lessons Learned
• Completing the goal is a result of the journey 

along the way and not just the last push 

• Need to pace out the work. People get burnt out if 
they run for too long
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Execution: Day 6: The Summit
Projects have a dark period
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Execution: Day 6: The Summit
And there are plenty of obstacles
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Execution: Day 6: The Summit
Implementation!
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Execution: Day 6: The Summit
Post-Implementation activities
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Execution: Day 6: The Summit

Lessons Learned
• There is nothing like the feeling of attaining your 

goals 

• Once the goal is completed, there is still work that 
needs to be focused on 



42

Execution: Day 7: Project Closure
Final work to wrap up



43

Execution: Day 7: Project Closure
Team Celebration
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Execution: Day 7: Project Closure

Lessons Learned
• Celebrate successes with the team 

• Have a charge number
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Conclusions

• Most projects have goals that are just as 
aggressive as climbing Mount Kilimanjaro

• The Project Manager must gather as much 
information as possible and make a realistic plan

• This plan has to be flexible to the inevitable 
changes that will occur

• To increase the probability of success, the PM 
should look to source non-competency skills and 
use technology

• Success is in the journey and not the destination

• I would also suggest setting up a bathroom tent 
for the team, just in case
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Questions?



47

KerryWills@aol.com
860-985-9235

mailto:KerryWills@aol.com

