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See the Unseen – Using Cognitive Technologies to 

Gain Project Insights from all your Data Sources 

 

Context 

Enterprise Project Management is ripe for disruption.  While “Agile” has largely been the 
method of choice in software development and IT projects for many years, in the last couple 
of years it has begun gaining momentum across all enterprise domains and industry sectors.  
For example, we’ve seen manufacturing and construction management introduce agile 
practices into their traditionally waterfall approaches.  Perhaps highest profile adopter of 
“Agile” practices into mainstream enterprise management recently has been ANZ Bank – 
radically reorganising its traditional bureaucracies and hierarchies into small multi-disciplinary 
“squads” and “tribes” in order to launch new products faster to market. 

 

The Problem 

Enterprise organisational change has shifted from large programs delivering complex people, 
process and technology changes across many months and years, to higher volumes of smaller 
projects, delivering incremental changes and capabilities in shorter cycles.  In short, while 
projects have become smaller, the portfolio has grown larger.  The introduction of more 
projects more often, utilising a mixture of methodologies, comprised of cross-functional teams 
(eg. IT and business) and governance models, can actually have a negative impact on 
delivering outcomes.  A significant uplift in change and project management capability and 
capacity to handle the increased load is needed.  In addition, even simply tracking the 
increased number of projects from a governance perspective (eg. “Traffic light” status 
reporting) can prove difficult without modern tools able to propagate project data in a timely 
fashion.  Increasingly project data is outdated by the time status reports are collated and reach 
executives to be relevant, resulting in a reactive, “firefighting” environment adding risk to 
successful delivery outcomes. 

 

The Opportunity 

While a new generation of methodologies and tools have been developed to support agile 
delivery models, there is still the need to understand how programs and portfolios of projects 
are progressing and impacting each other. The inter-relationship of projects and more 
specifically, project data assets, needs to be quickly available, sensible and accurate. Above 
all, the data needs to be trustworthy as managers and governing bodies need to make more 
decisions in less time, potentially “pivoting” and “course correcting” along the way.  The 
collection, collation and presentation of this data should be the focus of any good Project 
Management Office (PMO) or Portfolio Delivery Office (PDO). 

Traditional enterprise project management (EPM) tools, have tended to focus on financial 
aggregation and reporting. While a critical part of project management, it is not the only part, 
and other data assets such as risks, issues, dependencies, tasks, assumptions, etc, have 
often resided outside the enterprise tool in spreadsheets, company-specific repositories or 
business units such as the “Assurance Office”.  The problem here is that the aggregation of 
data becomes a labour intensive and “hunting and gathering” exercise, sometimes 
supplemented by a separate set of Business Intelligence tools (usually the preserve of select 
enterprises able to make these substantial technology investments).  What tends to be collated 
for executive and C-level reporting is still largely manual, contains the financial status at a 
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point in time (usually end of month) and a host of other Red/Amber/Green (eg. “traffic light”) 
or numerical indicators to apply a measure of progress for decision-makers to consume.  

Enter next-generation Project Portfolio Management (PPM) tools, such as Zeno.pm™ by 
Level35. 

 

See the Unseen with Cognitive Technologies 

Project data is essentially a human generated rendering of the status of human activities.  Up 
until recently, the only way to capture this was via Boolean or logical outputs; think 
“Red/Amber/Green” status indicators, percentage complete, “If-Then-Else” conditional 
formatting, etc.  However, what we really need – in addition to the “'what” captured in our 
current reporting – is to understand the “why” that is typically hidden from view; think 
personality clashes, group sentiment, team morale and the overall “project mood”.  We know 
regular reporting of traditional project data is key to ensuring upstream activities have taken 
place – actions followed up, dependencies verified, stakeholders engaged – but what other 
data can we draw on to show us a more complete view of the real health our projects? And 
more importantly, how do we distill that hidden data which “keeps you awake at night” into 
actionable insights? 

We believe cognitive technologies (ie. artificial intelligence or “AI”) can supercharge project 
insights by augmenting traditional “traffic light” reporting with hidden data from unstructured 
sources.  New capabilities enabled by cognitive technologies can help organisations 
understand the real status of projects and act early to avoid crisis.  With increasing 
project volumes and more complex, ever-changing interdependencies, being able to identify 
and focus on potential problems before they strike can be a game-changer.  Being able to do 
this without reading a single status report, project control board report or even speaking with 
the project manager directly, will empower an organisation to reap the benefits of the new 
agile world, not be a victim of it. 

It is a temptation to dream about what these technologies could bring to the world of enterprise 
project management, so we will focus on what we are seeing today and actually delivering 
value. Currently we are applying cognitive technology to human language tone analysis, 
detecting changes in the sentiment of project teams through their language in project status 
reports and deriving actionable insights to avoid crisis before it happens.  This capability 
enables our clients to:  

• understand relationships between data assets not immediately or easily visible from 
existing information sources, 

• capture/structure/serve best practice to project participants, both from internal experience 
and from outside the organisation, 

• intervene and advise at points of enquiry, eg. “What risks would I look for in a project of 
this type? What are the key dependent activities we would need to be across to succeed?  
How should I structure my sprints or what milestones do I need for a project of this type?” 

There are some clear benefits emerging as cognitive technologies becomes part of the 
enterprise project management tool box: 

• ability to see the unseen: getting a feel for the human issues and intervene early before 
a project or activity enters distress, 

• help project managers and project participants identify and focus on the "vital few" and not 
the "trivial many" by understanding dependent activities that are not formally recorded, 

• capture “in tool” the processes that often exist in multiple silos, eg. PMO repositories, team 
sites, centres of excellence, etc., 

• build internal intellectual property and best practice for project delivery and PMOs 
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• scale enterprise training and support more self service to overcome the learning gap and 
barriers of adoption of new project management tools, methodologies and best practices.   
 

What is Your Data Really Saying? 

A good Project Manager knows that one of the key skills he needs to have, but is often the 
most difficult to master and takes years of experience to accumulate, is the effective 
integration and interpretation of quantitative and qualitative data from multiple sources – both 
human and systems generated.  However, qualitative data such as a project manager’s notes, 
a report about an issue or meeting minutes are typically invisible from the overall Project 
Status Report (PSR), which have translated these environmental conditions into vastly 
simplified “Red/Amber/Green” status indicators. 

While the primary goal of PSRs is to inform stakeholders of the project’s status and things to 
be aware of, key human factors that impact a project’s success – the what’s keeping me 
awake at night issues – can be diluted, confused or misunderstood when converted to simple 
traffic light status indicators.  So how can this be avoided and what can we do to ensure our 
communications and conversations do not lose impact over time?   

Zeno.pm™’s use of IBM’s Watson Tone Analyzer service is proving a useful tool in this 
endeavor.  With its linguistic analysis capability, we are able to determine communication 
tones in written text.  It does this instantly, and when combined with traditional Boolean 
metrics, can produce valuable insights and benefits to project managers, including: 

• Identifying changes in tone from one reporting period to another. While everyone has 
their own writing style, changes in key tone parameters from period to period can be early 
indicators of growing frustration or concern. It is the underlying “what’s keeping me awake 
at night” issues manifested in written communication. 

• Cross checking tonal changes with reported “traffic light” status to identify 
inconsistencies in reporting, allowing those projects running at greater delivery risk to be 
highlighted for extra support. For example, a status that has been reported as “green” for 
the last 5 reporting periods with decreasing “joy” and increasing “sadness” would be a 
trigger for further investigation 

 

Conclusion 

Cognitive technologies are now a proven part of the project manager’s toolkit.  Its ability to 
underpin solid project management methodologies and governance, bringing new capabilities 
and insights can provide organisations with a unique competitive advantage. 

At Level35 we have been managing projects of all types and complexities, for clients of all 
sizes in various industries for decades.  One thing is for sure: everyone needs to do more with 
less.  As career project managers ourselves, we are actively developing – and using – a new 
generation of project management tools using the cognitive technologies discussed in this 
white paper.  We have personally experienced the benefits these tools can bring, and when 
integrated with best practice process and people management, the firefighting days of project 
managers can be all but eliminated.  Our Zeno.pm™ tool is an enterprise grade, next 
generation project and portfolio management solution that is easy to learn, fast to implement, 
low cost and designed to support your people and processes to achieve better project 
outcomes. 
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