
Managing Fuzzy Projects 
Reducing risk and improving business returns on innovative projects. 

 
Insufficient planning is a major reason why product development projects fail.  But too much 
planning is a big reason why innovation fails.  The way you manage projects can be killing your 
company’s ability to explore revolutionary innovations. 
 
In published studies, a significant barrier to revolutionary innovation is simply that it’s hard to 
manage.  Without specialized methods to manage development at the “fuzzy front end” of 
innovation, companies limit new product investment to modest product evolution until a 
competitor disrupts their markets. 
 

The Briefing 
Developing revolutionary innovation presents a paradox: Business managers need investments 
with fixed schedules and predictable financial returns, but innovation is inherently unpredictable.  
Traditional project management works well for evolutionary product development, but it’s toxic 
to ground-breaking innovation because the need for predictable results denies innovators the 
flexibility to explore new technologies or unfamiliar markets.  
 
A new approach can provide the tools to manage fuzzy projects effectively.  An iterative project 
structure, as opposed to the traditional linear structure, gives executives oversight to limit risk and 
optimize business results without inhibiting developers’ flexibility to explore concepts, speculate 
on outcomes, and adapt to what they learn. 
 
The briefing is most valuable when technology and business mangers attend together. 
 

Takeaways 
Managing Fuzzy Projects takes a look at the basic problems of managing exploratory projects and 
provides new tools for business-effective collaboration between executives and developers. 
 
�  Why traditional project management is toxic to innovation. 
�  How an iterative project structure differs from the traditional linear one and enables effective 

exploration. 
�  How learning and adapting can replace planning and corrective action. 
�  How effective collaboration between developers and business executives reduces risk and 

delivers business value. 
�  How organizational thinking must change to support Fuzzy Project Management.  
 

The Briefing Leader 
John Farnbach is Principal of Silver Streak Partners LLC, helping companies improve the 
business impact of product innovation.  He works with leadership teams to create an enterprise 
wide new product operation that produces higher returns, reduces fire fighting, and fits their 
culture and vision.  John holds a Ph.D. (EE) and has 35 years’ experience in product development 
at large and small companies in a variety of industries. 
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When a straight line isn’t the shortest distance
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Define

Design
Plan

Build
Test

Envision

Speculate

Explore

Close

Adapt
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