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Alan Willett 

Expert consultant, speaker, and award-winning 
author of Lead With Speed and Leading the 
Unleadable: How to Manage Cynics, Divas, and 
Other Difficult People. Alan Willett is co-founder 
of Exceptional Difference. Alan works with clients 
around the world solving problems for organizations 
large and small.

Julia Mullaney
 
With a commitment to changing the world of 
software engineering, Julia Mullaney, co-founder 
of Exceptional Difference, is an award-winning 
engineer, instructor, researcher, leader, and consultant 
who has worked with systems engineering companies 
in many industries across the globe.

Exceptional Difference
For decades, Exceptional Difference has proven that 
systems engineering doesn’t have to be a painful process 
full of unknowns. Our unique approach cuts to the core 
of the problems in ways that traditional consulting and 
training cannot.

We have helped countless organizations achieve  
results they never thought possible. The organizations we 
work with build plans that are realistic, energizing, and 
trustworthy. Based on those realistic plans, we’ve helped 
those teams produce high-quality products, eliminate 
costly rework, and deliver breakthrough value. The 
ultimate outcome is creating a Culture of Excellence in 
which everyone thrives.



 

About the Field Guide Series 
The Field Guide Series emulates the tradition 

where experts share their real-world experience 
in the form of a book filled with practical wisdom, 

helping others survive and thrive in the  
challenging wildness of the world. 

Exceptional Difference field guides provide 
readers with practical information they can use  

to solve immediate, real-world problems.  
 

We’ve helped managers use this field guide to 
enable successful teams and successful projects  
to create realistic schedules based on data and 
expert engineering judgment – schedules that  

you can meet or beat.

We can help you write field guides specfic to your 
organization and knowlede base. Contact us at 

info@exceptionaldifference.com.

®
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“As has been taught to teachers  
of the Harvard Business School,  

the art of asking good questions is  
often the most important element  

of managerial tasks.” 
 

Parte Bose
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Project teams should build smart, aggressive plans that enable them to 
make commitments to their management and, ultimately, their customers. 
A smart plan is well thought out to provide the quickest, high-value option 
possible. Being quick should always be paired with commitments the team 
can keep and even beat.

We have found again and again that teams build plans and deliver results 
based on the questions that leaders ask. For example, one vice president 
repeatedly asked software developers to “hurry up and get the software 
to testers so they could start finding the defects.” When the developers 
obliged, the testers found so many defects it double the schedule and 
resulted in a poor-quality product.

Building realistic plans requires leadership to ask the questions that drive 
the kind of results you want. This book of questions was created to set and 
reinforce expectations of excellence in the teams that build your products.

The questions overlap on purpose. We expect you to vary the questions 
to keep your teams thinking. Over multiple project reviews, ask the right 
questions in as many ways as possible.

Please add your own situational awareness and judgment for any project 
plan review. We expect you to customize the questions for your project, 
eliminate irrelevant questions, and be sure to ask questions not listed here 
that are critical to you and your organization.

Version 3.1

That Lead Teams to Build Smart, Aggressive Project Plans
100+   QUESTIONS
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“The manager asks how and when;  
the leader asks what and why.”  

 
Warren Bennis
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Customer Focus 
All projects have a customer, but often there is both a project customer 
and an end user of the product. Too often, teams lose focus on the end 
customer. It could be that there are too many steps or people between the 
project team and that customer or that the team is distracted by shiny new 
technology. Whatever the cause, asking questions like the following will 
ensure the project team has a clear understanding of the customer and 
their needs.

01.	 Describe your customer’s most 
important needs from their 
point of view.

02.	 What experiences do team 
members have in the customer 
domain? 

03.	 Who on the team has met 
with customers or used the 
products or services the 
customer uses? Describe the 
experience.

04.	 Why will the results of this 
project be useful to the customer? 
What value will they get?

05.	 How would a representative 
customer use the results of 
this project?

06.	 What is the most important 
attribute of this project? Is 
it content, cost (including 
staffing), or schedule?

07.	 What external milestones or 
events are driving the project 
schedule?

08.	 Describe the minimally 
valuable product. With what 
points would a customer agree 
or disagree?

09.	 If the product is released in 
versions, what is the release 
schedule and how is the 
schedule determined?

10.	 How will the customer(s) be 
supported in the first weeks of 
using the new features?

11.	 How will the customer 
determine whether their needs 
have been met with this product? 

12.	 How will the team ensure the 
product is meeting customer 
needs?

Key Point: Make sure the team is not delusional about customer needs. 
The team should be able to state their assumptions about the customer’s 
needs and explain how they will meet them.
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Project Dependencies  
No project exists in a vacuum, yet many project plans make that assumption. 
Repeatedly I have seen project plans that were fine except for this key aspect, 
but like the Titanic with its assumptions, the projects sunk. Your questions 
here will make sure the team is thinking through any external issues they 
may face. 

13.	 How does this project relate 
to other projects in the 
organization? Are there other 
projects dependent upon 
this one, and conversely, are 
there projects this project is 
dependent upon?

14.	 Which dependencies are most 
likely to put the project at 
risk?

15.	 For dependencies most likely 
to put the project at risk, what 
mitigation and contingency  
plans has the team put in 
place?

16.	 How and how often is the 
team monitoring schedule 
dependencies? Who is  
responsible for that task?

17.	 How is the team 
communicating with 
other projects about these 
dependencies?

18.	 What alternatives has 
the team considered that 
could eliminate or reduce 
dependencies?

19.	 Which team members have 
significant responsibilities 
outside of this project? What 
is the relative priority of other 
responsibilities compared to 
this project?

20.	 Are there team members who 
are working part-time on this 
project? If so, how is their 
available time calculated and 
tracked?

21.	 If you could magically eliminate 
one dependency, what would it 
be and what would you gain by 
eliminating it?

Key Point: In complex systems, dependencies are often a bottleneck to 
progress. It’s important that teams identify dependencies up front and are 
proactive about managing those dependencies throughout the project.
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“One of the true tests of leadership  
is the ability to recognize a problem  

before it becomes an emergency.” 
 

Arnold Glasow
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 “The alternative to good design  
is always bad design. There is no  

such thing as no design.” 
 

Adam Judge
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Smart and Fast 
When managers push teams because their estimates are too high, they lead 
teams to make smaller estimates. The Gantt charts may look better, but the 
dates become fiction. Managers should make sure the team has considered 
the best ways to shorten the schedule in reality. These questions will help 
the team to design a development strategy in a smart, fast way.

22.	 How many design approaches 
did the team consider? Why 
did they agree on a particular 
design approach?

23.	 Who’s reviewed the design?

24.	 What design methods are the 
team using?

25.	 How much time is being 
spent in design compared to 
implementation and testing?

26.	 What could management do to 
help the project/team go faster? 

27.	 What other people or skills 
added to the team would help 
the project go faster?

28.	 Are there third-party 
components that should be 
licensed/purchased to enable 
faster completion?

29.	 What assistance can 
management provide to help 
the team be more productive?

30.	 What defect-removal 
techniques are the team using? 
How is the team measuring 
their effectiveness?

31.	 What software assets can be 
reused to improve project 
speed without negatively 
impacting quality?

32.	 What short cuts are being 
taken to increase speed that 
will also increase technical 
debt? Are they worth it? Why?

33.	 What are three key things 
leadership could provide to 
help accelerate the project?

Key Point: There are two common ways to drive from San Francisco to 
LA. The scenic but slow Route 1, or the expressway. Make sure your team 
has considered both options, as well as other options, such as taking an 
airplane, chartering a jet, or just staying in San Francisco and making a 
phone call.
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“The conventional definition of  
management is getting work done  

through people, but real management 
 is developing people through work.” 

 
Agha Hasan Abedi
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Building for the Future 
Management is always balancing the need for short-term gains with long-
term goals. These questions are designed to help you with this balance. 
In most organizations, management does not ask these questions and the 
teams do not share the shortcuts taken. Thus critical assets become rusty 
and the company accumulates hidden technical debt. Even worse, it’s often 
people skills that get rusty. These questions will help you see the problems 
your teams are facing so that more intelligent choices can be made.

34.	 Is the team approach going to 
add to the product’s technical 
debt or decrease it? Explain.

35.	 How easy will it be for the 
company to be able to build on 
the finished project for future 
enhancements?

36.	 What are the obstacles to this 
product becoming an asset for 
the company’s future?

37.	 What software languages 
are being used? How large is 
their user base? Who provides 
support? What’s the risk of 
obsolescence?

38.	 What support tools are being 
used? How large is their user 
base? Who provides support? 
What’s the risk of obsolescence?

39.	 What skills and talents are 
team members developing on 
this project?

40.	 What skills and talents should 
team members be developing 
on this project?

41.	 In what ways is the company 
at risk of falling behind the 
pace of technology?

42.	 How will the team’s approach 
build our talent assets?

43.	 How will the team’s approach 
build our product assets?

 
Key Point: As you build your projects, the teams should also be 
building a set of high-quality assets. Additionally, your team should be 
continuously improving their skill set, which is an even more important 
asset.
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“Quality is never an accident.  
It is always the result of  

intelligent effort.” 
 

John Ruskin
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A Smart Focus on Quality 
When we ask a room of executives if they believe removing defects early  
in the cycle is less expensive than removing them later, they all say yes. A  
focus on quality is the most effective way to reduce project costs and finish 
sooner, yet most project plans do not focus on quality. The following  
questions guide teams to plan for high quality and track as well as schedule.

44.	 What methods are being 
used to remove defects before 
delivery?

45.	 How is the team using 
historical data to control 
quality? 

46.	 What is the expected cost of 
quality for this project? How 
was it calculated? 

47.	 At what points in the process 
is the team tracking defects 
that were found and fixed?

48.	 How big is the legacy base?

49.	 Which modules in the legacy 
base have the highest defect 
density?

50.	 Has the team considered 
replacing the high-risk legacy 
modules? Why or why not?

51.	 How effective are the team’s 
inspections? How do they know?

52.	 How many customer scenarios 
have been estimated? Tested?

53.	 How are user interface 
prototypes being validated 
with the customer?

54.	 What prototypes are 
being used for conceptual 
verification of new 
technological approaches?

55.	 How many defects the team 
calculates will remain in the 
product after test? 

56.	 What are the possible (bad to 
worst) outcomes for the end 
users of our products?

57.	 Does the team believe it can 
deliver a near zero-defect 
product? Why or why not?

58.	 What can management do to 
help the team deliver a high-
quality product?

Key Point: Delivering high-quality products quickly becomes a habit 
when a smart focus is applied early.
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“Talent wins games, but  
teamwork and intelligence  

win championships.”   
 

Michael Jordan 



Version 3.1 © 2024 Exceptional Difference ® 15

A High Confidence Commitment to Schedule 
These “smart and aggressive” questions lead to the fastest, smartest approach.

59.	 How does project size compare 
with previous projects?

60.	 How does the schedule 
compare with similar projects?

61.	 What methods were used 
to make time and schedule 
estimates? How granular were 
the estimates?

62.	 How is the team tracking the 
plan? To what level of detail?

63.	 How likely is it that this project 
will finish on schedule?

64.	 How many days (or weeks) of 
data are needed to know how 
accurate the estimates are?

65.	 How does the plan account for 
out-of-office times, planned 
or likely? (Vacation/holidays, 
conferences/site visits, training, etc.)

66.	 If you have rate data (e.g. 
productivity), how does this plan 
compare to similar projects? 

67.	 How many effort hours per 
week are planned compared to 
historical data?

68.	 How are risks/issues 
managed?

69.	 Have you accounted for plan 
growth due to things like 
missed tasks and scope creep? 
Is the estimated growth 
consistent with historical 
data?

70.	 A committed team is most 
likely to manage the schedule 
to success. Questions to help 
judge: 

	 What parts of this project are 
the project engineers most 
excited about? 
Will the project provide a 
good experience for the end 
user? 
Is the project team dedicated 
to delivering on their project 
plan commitments?

Key Point: Some executives express concern that if a team builds a 
conservative schedule, the team will just relax. This is a leadership issue. 
Teams like to win. It’s best to build a conservative schedule and inspire 
your team deliver on-time or, better yet, early. That is the challenge of 
exceptional leadership.

·

·

·



100+ Questions that Lead Teams to Build Smart Aggressive Project Plans16

Anticipating Change 
No amount of planning will prevent the plan from changing when it meets 
reality. The questions in this section will lead your team to acknowledge 
reality, and better yet, anticipate it.

71.	 How much growth in 
requirements does the team’s  
plan assume?

72.	 What requirements are most 
likely to change?

73.	 How will the team 
evaluate, manage, and track 
requirement change requests?

74.	 What new requirements do 
you anticipate to occur before 
project completion?

75.	 What other commitments do 
team members have that could 
take priority over this project 
(inside or outside of work)? 

76.	 Which dependencies are most 
volatile? What interruptions 
do you anticipate from 
management?

77.	 What are the top risks to the 
project?

78.	 What things are you 
concerned about?

79.	 What things could go wrong?

Key Point: Teams often complain that it is hard to hit a moving target. 
These questions make it clear that the team’s job is to anticipate a moving 
target. Instill this habit early by ensuring all projects start with a good plan 
that you have reviewed.
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 “It’s a bad plan that admits  
of no modification.”  

 
Publilius Syrus
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“If we have data, let’s look  
at data. If all we have are 

 opinions, let’s go with mine.”  
 

Jim Barksdale
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Seeing and Accepting Reality 
Teams will consistently deliver great projects when they manage with 
experience, judgment and data. We give these questions with a notice 
of caution as well. If teams feel they will be “punished or rewarded” for 
answers, they will provide the data you want to see, not what is accurate 
and useful to the team. It is important to be aware of what your teams are 
ready and able to answer. 

80.	 What project management 
tools are in use? What does 
the team like about these 
tools? What do they hate about 
them?

81.	 How often is the project plan 
updated by the team? 

82.	 What are the barriers to 
having accurate project 
management data?

83.	 How do team members track 
task time? Is this working well 
for them?

84.	 How often does the team 
meet? What are the primary 
topics covered?

85.	 How often are team members 
reviewing their personal 
plans?

86.	 What schedule deviation 
would trigger a need to revise 
the plan?

87.	 What data is the team using 
to manage quality? How is it 
collected? How useful is this 
data to the team?

88.	 How does the team track 
defects? 

89.	 What data is the team and 
management using to make 
their decisions?

90.	 What tools are the team using 
to capture data?  What does 
the team like about these 
tools? What do they hate?

91.	 How does the team compare 
your size and effort estimates 
to their actual data?

Key Point: Perhaps the most important is ask your team; Are you 
getting the data you need to run this project well?
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“In God we trust.  
All others bring data.”  

 
Edward Deming
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Data-Based Feedback Loops 
Too many organizations complain, “We write lessons learned, we just do 
not read them.” One of the most impactful actions an executive can take is 
to make sure organizational learning is part of the DNA of the project plan. 
Asking these questions with follow up actions will make this happen.

92.	 How was historical data from 
previous projects used when 
planning this project? 

93.	 What projects are similar to 
this project?  What problems 
did previous projects like this 
one face, and how is the team 
dealing with those problems?

94.	 How will lessons learned 
be captured so they will be 
useful for future projects?

95.	 How will the team capture 
process and product 
improvement suggestions 
throughout the project? Where 
will it be stored? Will others 
have access?

96.	 At what point(s) has the team 
scheduled time for reflection 
and learning? How much 
time?

97.	 What data will the team 
review during these times of 
reflection and learning? 

98.	 How will the team provide to 
others the lessons learned?

99.	 How will the team ensure 
knowledge of this product is 
shared outside the team?

100.	How does the team plan to 
share learning throughout 
the project? (Ideas could 
include design walkthroughs 
of works in progress or 
including external developers 
on inspections)

Key Point: Each of these questions should lead to short exercises that have 
a high return in value for the individuals and the organization.
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A Plan You Believe In 
Perhaps the most vital questions are for you, the leader, after you complete 
the project plan review.

101.	 Do you believe the team 
adequately understands the 
customer needs? Why?

102.	 Does this project fit in well 
with the portfolio of projects 
in your organization? Why?

103.	 Why do you believe the team 
has made a smart plan that 
will meet customer needs?

104.	What talents are being 
developed on this team that 
will provide a basis for future 
success? 

105.	 Will the team’s output create 
assets for your company to 
build on?

106.	  How do you know the team’s 
schedule is realistic?

107.	 How well will the team 
manage the pressures, 
challenges and changes the 
project will face?

108.	How are you demonstrating 
your commitment to 
supporting this team in 
reaching a successful 
conclusion?

Key Point: Listen to your inner music. If you feel uncomfortable, either ask 
the team more questions or provide them with specific guidance on what 
expectations they are missing and ask them to come back with an improved 
plan. If you feel confident the team can meet and beat the commitments 
made in the plan, celebrate. Celebrate with the team. 

 
Do you have material that you think should be  

added to this booklet? Send suggestions your to: 

INFO@EXCEPTIONALDIFFERENCE.COM

mailto:info%40exceptionaldifference.com?subject=100%2B%20Questions
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“A clear vision, backed by  
definite plans, gives you a  

tremendous feeling of confidence  
and personal power.”  

 
Brian Tracy



More from and about the team at Exceptional Difference

COMPREHENSIVE CONSULTING AND MENTORING
We challenge you to think beyond the short term for yourself and your 
organization to help you achieve maximum results. We meet you where 
you are and help you solve your problems in your environment.   

EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING
We equip engineers and leaders with the toolsets and mindsets required to 
become exceptional.  Cohorts participate in dialog and labs, they engage 
in debates, hot seats, simulations, and on-the-job exercises that drive 
immediate improvement and long-term mastery.

It’s not enough for engineers and leaders to simply know the right thing 
to do—they must also have the courage and conviction to do those right 
things. We excel where theory meets reality, as we instill not just knowledge, 
but the courage and conviction to apply that knowledge effectively in your 
environment.

Our portfolio includes comprehensive consulting and experiential learning 
programs that focus on meeting or beating commitments, quality and 
rework reduction, technical debt elimination, value optimization, Cultures of 
Excellence, project/team launches, engineering leadership, mentoring, co-
authoring field guides, and more!

Mastering Systems Engineering Excellence:  
a New Era Demands More
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COMMITMENT
Stop dreading deadlines.  

Make commitments you can  
meet or beat.

EXCEPTIONAL ENGINEER
Master the X-Factors of 

Commitment, Quality, Value,  
and Culture. 

EXCEPTIONAL LEADER
Engineering leadership is not  

for the faint of heart. Answering  
to senior executives for late projects, 
budgetary overruns, and customer 

quality issues causes all of us to  
lose a little sleep. We can help.

EXCEPTIONAL TEAMS
At Exceptional Difference, we  
know that highly performant  

teams are the difference between 
success and failure.  We also  
know that exceptional teams  

don’t just happen.  

TECHNICAL DEBT
Improve your speed without 

sacrificing quality; tame  
technical debt for good.

CRUSHING REWORK
Leave rework in your rear  

view and focus on the future  
and new features. 

Exceptional Difference Programs and Areas of Focus

https://exceptionaldifference.com


“The impact on my job was almost immediate and it  
was pretty substantial... I was able to immediately roll out  
and start using what I had learned to transform how we  

operate here at Catchpoint.” 
Dylan Greiner,  

Chief Product Architect and Team Leader

“After the experience, my confidence is high based on the  
qualityof my work and my ability to deliver. When I s 
peak about project risks and the actions needed, it is 

no longer an argument. People engage.” 
Alex Powell,  

Software Engineer

“The Exceptional Difference series is the elite offering 
 I was looking for. It is powering up my leaders and  

engineers to new heights.”
Mauricio Hernandez-Distancia,  
Head of Central Engineering  

“If you want to accelerate the growth of your key engineers  
and engineering leaders, the Exceptional Difference series  

is the accelerant you need.”
Chief Engineer  

Major Systems Development Program

WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING...

EXCEPTIONALDIFFERENCE.COM
LEARN MORE AT

https://exceptionaldifference.com
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	■ One person can change a team, and one team can change  
an organization. In fact, that’s the only way change happens. ​ 

	■ Engineers have a moral responsibility to deliver the  
Obligations of Engineering of value, quality, and  
speed-to-value while using data and meeting or  
beating commitments. ​ 

	■ Value is the lens through which engineers see the world. We 
relentlessly focus on value and hold ourselves and our clients to  
a high standard. 
 ​

	■ People are every team’s greatest asset. Organizations need to own 
this concept to create a Culture of Excellence where everyone 
thrives. ​ 

	■ It’s not enough for engineers and leaders to simply know the right 
thing to do—they must also have the courage and conviction to do 
those right things. ​ 

	■ Engineers deserve to take great joy in their craft as they innovate 
and create value. ​

WE BELIEVE

WE’D LOVE TO HEAR FROM YOU. 

Exceptional Difference is often called the “best kept secret.” We’ve 
helped thousands of leaders and engineers across the globe – solving 
problems with value, quality, speed, technical debt, planning, and meeting 
commitments. We’ve also coached, mentored, and trained engineers and 
leaders on these Obligations of Engineering and the associated mindsets.  
We would love to help you, too!​

mailto:Info%40ExceptionalDifference.com?subject=100%2B%20Questions
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Julia Mullaney 
CEO

Alan Willet  
Chief Engineer

David VanEpps 
COO

We are passionate about creating a world where leaders and engineers 
exemplify the Obligations of Engineering: value, quality, speed, using 
data, and meeting or beating commitments. We empower engineers, 
leaders, and teams to act with courage and conviction and serve as 
powerful catalysts for change.​

Join us for any of our talks, workshops, experiential learning 
programs, or comprehensive consulting and mentoring. Achieve 
breakthrough results and reclaim the joy of engineering! See our 
website for details.

WE ARE HERE FOR YOU


