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Webinar Overview
This Project Management Professionals Community of Practice webinar focused on why project estimates are often inaccurate and what project teams can do to improve them. The session combined a short video from Bill Dow with a facilitated discussion led by Kris Lynch, allowing participants to connect the estimating methods in the video with real project conditions across SUNY.
The discussion emphasized that estimation is not only a calculation exercise. Accuracy is affected by workload, competing priorities, context switching, visibility into resource commitments, uncertainty, and whether the people completing the work are directly involved in estimating it.
Why Project Estimates Become Inaccurate
The featured video identified several common conditions that make reliable estimates difficult:
· Context switching makes it hard for individuals to predict how much focused time a task will actually receive.
· High project volume creates uncertainty about when work will be completed and how competing priorities will affect delivery.
· Managers sometimes estimate on behalf of project resources, even when they do not have the same task-level knowledge as the person performing the work.
· New or innovative work may have little or no historical information available, increasing reliance on expert judgment and incremental learning.
Participants added that limited organizational visibility can compound these issues, especially in matrix environments or smaller organizations where staff members and project managers support several initiatives at the same time.
Core Estimating Methods Discussed
1. Historical Estimates and Expert Judgment
Whenever possible, estimates should come from the people responsible for completing the work. Team members can draw on similar past tasks, professional expertise, and lessons learned to provide a practical starting point. Actual performance should then be compared with the estimate, so future planning improves over time.
Participants noted that historical information is especially valuable once a team has completed similar work. When the work is new, technical staff expertise and transparent discussion of uncertainty become more important.
2. PERT Estimating
PERT estimating uses three values: optimistic, most likely, and pessimistic. Considering a range of outcomes helps teams account for uncertainty rather than relying on one fixed number. Participants highlighted PERT as a useful way to improve visibility into dependencies and to address the effects of context switching and project risk.
3. Agile Estimating
For Agile work, the video recommended relative estimation techniques such as T-shirt sizing, Fibonacci-based scoring, and planning poker. These methods consider complexity and risk, while velocity, burn-down, and burn-up information help teams evaluate performance across sprints and refine future estimates.
The discussion also noted that incremental delivery can make uncertain work easier to estimate by breaking it into smaller phases or activities, engaging stakeholders earlier, and allowing the team to learn as the project progresses.
Managing Context Switching and Focus
Participants shared several practical ways to reduce the disruption caused by moving between tasks and meetings:
· Work on one item until reaching a natural stopping point or dependency, then move deliberately to the next priority.
· Send a short same-day reminder or pre-read before a meeting that explains the topic and where the previous discussion ended.
· Schedule meetings for 25 or 50 minutes, or begin a few minutes after the hour, to give participants transition time between commitments.
· Use visual work-management approaches, including Kanban boards, to make active work and priorities easier to see.
These practices do not eliminate context switching, but they can reduce restart time and help participants re-enter work with the necessary context.
Building Appropriate Buffer into Estimates
The group discussed adding schedule buffer, or slack, after receiving the task estimate from the person doing the work. Buffers can account for interruptions, illness, dependencies, and other risks that are difficult to predict precisely.
· One participant reported using a multiplier of 1.5 for some projects, while noting that the approach does not fit every situation.
· Another participant described a longstanding baseline of 30 percent, with additional buffer added when specific risk factors are present.
· Examples of risk factors included vendor involvement and the use of new technology, both of which can make the timeline harder to control.
The central lesson was that buffers should be intentional and risk-informed rather than hidden or applied mechanically. The amount may vary based on project length, personnel, dependencies, and delivery conditions.
Ownership, Visibility, and Psychological Safety
Teams are more likely to provide useful estimates when the people doing the work can own the estimate and explain the assumptions behind it. Barriers include unfamiliar work, stakeholder or faculty turnover, incomplete understanding of the work site or scope, and concern that an estimate will be treated as an inflexible commitment.
Participants suggested normalizing estimation at project startup and beginning with smaller, incremental estimates when uncertainty is high. Giving people room to discuss unknowns can help them become more comfortable estimating and can improve the quality of estimates over time.
Using Project Data to Improve Future Estimates
Closing the feedback loop was identified as an important part of estimation maturity. Examples of useful information to retain at the end of a project included:
· Original planned completion date compared with the actual completion date
· Original slack allocation, any increases made during the project, and the amount of slack ultimately used
· Factors that caused timeline changes or required additional buffer
· End-user survey feedback, particularly for software implementation projects
Reviewing these measures helps teams determine whether assumptions were realistic, whether the project included enough contingency, and which risks should be incorporated into future estimates.
Community and Training Updates
· The September 24 webinar will be a book club discussion of Project Management for the Unofficial Project Manager.
· There will be no August webinar because of the start of the academic semester.
· The September Project Management Fundamentals class had one remaining opening at the time of the webinar, and an additional class was expected to open for November.
· SUNY CPD is recruiting participants to help redesign Project Management Fundamentals, with committee interest requested by August 15. The updated course is planned for live Zoom and Brightspace delivery, with a target launch in summer or fall 2027.
· Tentative Advanced Project Management dates were being considered for early November or early December, with a waitlist available for advance notification.
Key Takeaways for Attendees
· Ask the people doing the work to estimate it and document the assumptions behind their estimates.
· Use historical information and expert judgment when available, then compare estimates with actual results.
· Consider PERT or Agile relative-estimation methods when one fixed estimate does not adequately represent uncertainty.
· Make context switching, workload, dependencies, and competing projects visible during planning.
· Build schedule buffer intentionally based on identifiable risks rather than applying one standard amount to every project.
· Break uncertain work into smaller increments and create a safe environment for discussing unknowns.
· Capture closeout metrics and stakeholder feedback so estimation improves from one project to the next.
