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Control versus Command 
And the winner is….. 

 
By Laura Rose, CTACC 
Certified Business and Personal Life Coach 
 
Project management isn’t about controlling the project or group.  It’s about managing the inevitable 
changes that naturally occur with ease and confidence.  This workshop introduces a different way to 
approach the natural flow of project events.  This presentation changes one’s mindset to more 
“commanding” the essence of the desired outcome versus controlling every step in the journey. 
 
 
 
As a project manager, you wear many hats.  You have knowledge of standards and regulations regarding 
the application area.   You understand the project environment itself. You have general management 
knowledge and skills.  As a project manager, you also have a wealth of interpersonal skills which 
includes: 
 
So, before you read any further, take a moment to acknowledge how awesome you are. 
 
But project management isn’t about controlling the project or group.  It’s about managing the inevitable 
changes that naturally occur with ease and confidence.  There is a subtle but important difference 
between “Controlling” a project and “Commanding” one. 
 

Basic definitions: 
 
Control: to manipulate (others or oneself) or influence skillfully, usually to one’s advantage. 
 
Command: an authoritative direction or instruction to do something 
 

Differential techniques 
My sister is having some difficulties with her 22 year old.  My niece (her daughter) is living at the 
parents’ home, rent free and is not currently meeting the parent’s expectation on how she should live 
her life.  The common consensus is that “she is uncontrollable”.  As an objective observer (who has no 
children), I often wonder – if she is truly “uncontrollable”, why waste time and energy trying to control 
her?  She’s uncontrollable.  Stop trying to control her.  It doesn’t work anyway.  Save yourself the 
frustration and aggravation. 
 
But as a manager, aren’t we supposed to control our projects, our people, our time.  That’s what we are 
getting paid for.  What’s the alternative? 
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In the “command” approach we emphasize the vision.  Our major task is clearly articulating and 
conveying the goal and mission of the team.  Our directives are appropriately high level, allowing our 
creative and talented staff to accomplish the goals.  Once we’re certain that they understand and 
empathize with our mission, we somewhat detach from the “how”. 
 

Advantages of Command 
You may be skeptical about this approach at first.  But let’s face it.  The Control approach is exhausting.  
Trying to hold tight to the changing requirements is like trying to hold the rudder of a ship still in a storm 
with all the sales drawn.  Focusing on the specific tasks, independent of the climate and changing 
environment creates both confusion and frustration.  Missed milestones are often negatively attributed 
to something or someone.  The existence of judgment creates self-defensive postures.  It is extremely 
difficult to maintain a collaborative environment when you’re constantly looking for someone else to 
blame. 
With the command approach, the requirements are expected to change through the course of the project.  
Milestones are not gating entities, but merely scheduled pauses to take stock.  It’s a tool to access the 
progress and status.  The results of these measurements are merely additional data. 

Critical Vision Concession 
In the command approach, clarity of vision is vital.   Much care and focus is spent in conveying the overall 
goals, vision and mission to all involved.  The participants then paraphrase the same goal, vision and 
mission as it pertains to their specific area of expertise and responsibility.  Once everyone is clearly 
understood, the project can proceed. 

How do validate everyone’s perspectives? 

Everyone on your project team has a different perspective, a different agenda or task within the overall 
goal.  This is natural.   
For example:  The overall business goal is to make money with this particular product.  The business 
analyst is more focused on gathering requirements that will entice the buyer.  The developer is more 
focused on how to code/program to solve a specific issue a user if having.  The sales force is busy 
marketing and promoting the future product for future leads and sales. 
Because everyone has a different perspective on how to accomplish this goal, there are potential 
conflicts.  For instance, have you considered that the buyer of the product isn’t the actual user of the 
product?  In many software industries, the person with the purse-strings may not be person using the 
products.  Therefore, the Business Analyst could be pushing for many features that look good against the 
competitor sheets, while the developers are trying to solve issues that the users actually use.  The sales 
force is also promising different features on a single-client agenda to make their commission and quota 
numbers.  We’ll talk more about the dichotomy of this issue soon and how to resolve it.  

Vision example: 

 Sell high quality version of Product Wonderful 

 Accomplish the following minimum tasks for release 
o TaskA, TaskB, TaskC 

 Meet or beat the important market window dates 
o Demo at TradeshowA 
o Focus Group panel at User Conference B 
o Technical Trade magazine evaluation publication 
o General Release at our major Development Software Conference 

 



Developer’s initial viewpoint 
Developers are enthusiastic and passionate about their industry.  They love to design sophisticated 
solutions to challenging problems.   They excel in innovation and creativity.  They are excited about the 
above goal of designing a “whiz-bang” software solution for the given tasks. 

Product Manager and Business Analyst 
Product manager and business analyst task is to be compared favorably against the competitors in the 
same market place.  They sights are on the market trends, what’s already out there, what they can 
propose to get in-front of the competitors, and how to introduce themselves in a less saturated market for 
a bigger piece of that pie. 

Sales force 

The sales force is paid on commission.  They are making a living with one-client, one sale at a time.  
Their sights are not on the ROI (Return on Investment) or finding the feature that will lead us into a bigger 
market share.  They are trying to sell the product to one buyer at a time.  And sometimes that means they 
are promising individualized features and customized enhancements to make that sales quota.  A very 
common complaint of sales is that they promise features without development or business analysts’ 
knowledge.  Depending when this is discovered, the feature may or may not get in the release.  As often 
happens, the client’s expectations are not met and they are dissatisfied with the product they just 
purchased.   The sales person may have gotten his commission, but the technical support team is now 
left trying to appease the client while the development team is scrambling for a solution. 

How can we make these folks see eye to eye? 
Well – maybe we can’t.  Diversity is the key to a success project and company.  But we can get everyone 
going in the same direction, even if there are in separate boats rowing to the beat of their separate 
drummers. 

Buyer versus User 
It’s important to recognize that the buyer of the product isn’t necessary the end-user.  Often times the 
buyer doesn’t have a problem until the user says a problem needs to be solved.  At that time, the buyer is 
involved.  The buyers are not typically experts on the product or even the problem that is being solved.  
Therefore, we are dealing with the buyers’ perception of their user’s problem.  At this stage, they may not 
even be dealing with the problem itself.  They may have a checklist of things to look for.  Hence, the 
competitive analysis and “marks on charts” come into play.  Buyers normally depend on the checklist to 
determine what to purchase. 
Standish Group once surveyed that only 36% of the features in products are actually used.  This is 
actually good news, because introduces a different mechanism for prioritizing time and effort on a 
particular feature.  With this realization comes the acknowledgement that every feature need not be of the 
same quality or solution base.  This is quite freeing actually. 
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Developer’s new perspective 
The goal is for Product Wonderful to offer solutions for the following tasks.  However, the solutions can 
certainly be a combination of: application, documentation, tutorial assistance, both manual and automated 
steps, and even service calls. 
The developer is not required to solve everything with sophisticated code.  Often times we get caught up 
in the pure fun of designing and innovating that we create something too sophisticated.  Most times the 
simple solution is best.  Focusing on what the end-user wants is more in-line with the overall goal.  This 
would entail understanding and meeting regularly with the end-user. 
Some techniques include releasing early and often to specific focus groups and design partners in the 
client community.  In the reference section there are additional articles on how to accomplish this. 
 
Another pitfall that developers face is the onslaught of additional features and requirements that both 
sales and business analysts propose.  The solution is for the team to recognize that not every feature is 
equal.  As we explained above, 70% of the features listed in a comparative competitive analyst are not 
actually used by the end-user.  The “mark on the chart” looks great as a competitive analyst, but the end-
user rarely uses those features.  Therefore, it’s prudent to prioritize higher quality goals on the features 
actually used.  The features not used can be supplemented with additional tutorials, documentation or 
even on-site service calls.   The unused features are still covered in the product (as outlined in the 
checklist), just not at the same degree as the regularly used functions. 

Business analyst new perspective 
Getting the business analyst to agree with the above perspective that the rarely used “checkmark” items 
don’t “have to” meet the same quality level as the more frequently used features is a stress release.  With 
this acknowledgement, business analysts are actually freer to include additional “check marks” without 
incorporating additional schedule upheavals new features normally incur. This is because the features 
can be accomplished by other means than code and developers time.   
This same strategy can be used for very late “added” features.  Features added late to the development 
cycle can be assigned a tutorial or documentation resource as its first phase rollout.  This tutorial can then 
be the design spec for the automation of the feature in the next release. 
Another important adjustment to the business analyst’s perspective is to acknowledge that sometimes the 
“buyers” concerns have nothing to do with the product or feature set.   By addressing the viability of your 
company, the commitment to the client’s particular industry and the confidentiality of this working 
relationship goes a long way with winning the buyer. 

Sales force new perspective 
With the Command strategy, a new direction is encouraged.   Sales teams are educated on the direction 
and future path of the products (versus current, perhaps limited feature list).  The sales force emphasizes 
the direction of the product and the ability of the client to get involved in the actual design and direction of 
our company.  Design Partner programs (programs designed to include clients in the inception and 
elaboration of future products) are outlined and actually sold as a benefit or service.   
Sales teams are now continually “forward looking” with their clients.  They are now in the position of 
selling the future.  The extensibility of the product is highlighted allowing the clients themselves to extend 
and develop add-ons to the release.  This opens the door to wide-spread customization that allows 
individual use within the client’s different departments.  When you bring the client (VIP clients) into your 
development teams they have access to early versions of the product.  This allows the sales force to offer 
previews and acquire client testimonials long before the product reaches general available.  This gives 
the sales force ammunition in which to create leads and pipeline their sells. 

Offer alternative solutions 
The saying “If the only tool you own is a hammer, everything you see looks like a nail.”  This is often true 
with our roles at work.  If we’re a developer, the solution we immediate gravitate toward is a “software” 
solution (especially when we’re in the business of selling a software product). 
The client’s goal is to accomplish “his/her tasks” with accuracy and relative ease.   They are not tied to 
any particular software solution.  They just want to get their job done.  Alternative solutions could include:  



tutorials, online user assistance, wizards, on-site service, remote access control, or an interface to 
previously considered “competitors. 
You also can not be “all things” to “all people”.  Making your product extensible and providing SDK access 
that allows the client to extend and customize at will – opens the door to additional products and markets.  
Allowing community enabled enhancement opens the door to new business partners and development 
extended teams. 

Conclusion 
 
Allowing the various teams to explore additional options to accomplish the general vision instead of 
controlling the explicit tasks, is very freeing to all involved. But it can also be uncomfortable, especially for 
the people used to being told exactly what to do, how to do it and when it needs to be completed.  You 
need to understand your teams comfort zone, talents and ability.   Neither technique (Command or 
Control) is right or wrong. Each technique has its audience and climate.  Often times a project manager 
needs to illicit both techniques (in combination) for certain situations.  For instance, in critical times, 
stronger control is much more appreciated.  Having both tools in your arsenal gives you a better chance 
of success. 

 

To receive further time management tips, please subscribe to the Rose Coaching News list at:  

http://rosecoaching.info/mail.cgi 

  

 

About the author 
Laura is a certified business and personal life coach.  
She has been in the software and testing industry for over 20 years. She’s worked with such 
companies as IBM, Ericsson, Staples, Fidelity Investments and Sogeti in various client 
advocacy and project management roles. The techniques she uses in her business coaching 
and client advocacy work saved these companies both time and money, which resulted in on-
time, quality product delivery with higher client satisfaction. 
Laura now uses her client focus, project, quality and people management skills in her personal 
life coaching career. As a personal life coach, she helps people integrate their goals and 
dreams into their everyday lives. Laura uses creative and practical tools to help her clients 
realize what really matters to them. They then follow-through with project and time management 
techniques to create the reality they really want. 
Laura authors many articles and workshops on time management and strategic scheduling. She 
is also the founder of the electronic magazine the Rose Garden: the Art of Becoming.  
Laura offers one-on-one career and life coaching, small group coaching, seminars and 
workshops. You can learn more about her at www.RoseCoaching.info and contact her at 
LauraRose@RoseCoaching.info 

http://rosecoaching.info/mail.cgi
http://www.rosecoaching.info/
javascript:location.href='mailto:'+String.fromCharCode(76,97,117,114,97,82,111,115,101,64,82,111,115,101,67,111,97,99,104,105,110,103,46,105,110,102,111)+'?'

