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Critical Chain?

“An interesting idea, but nobody is using it.
Surely if it was any good, everyone would be using it”

 What is it?
 Who is using it and what they say about it
 The Yin-Yang of Project Control



Why “best practice” may not be the best.

 "consensus is almost always wrong … it is in the slipstream of the 
fore-front thinkers and observers.“  Eddie Obeng

 "Don't take refuge in the false security of consensus, and the 
feeling that whatever you think you're bound to be okay because 
you're in the safely moral majority." Christopher Hitchens
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“Critical chain gives us commercial advantage in … 
project management.  We are more-and-more 
committed to using it in all our project 
management applications.”

Mauricio Martins de Almeida Filho – Engineering VP,  Commercial Aviation



“Technology development was our strategic 
constraint. Critical chain was vital to achieving the 
environmental performance targets on SKYACTIV. 
It was the key to turning the company around”

Seita Kanai, Chairman, Mazda Motor Corporation



Not only used on massive megaprojects



So what is Critical Chain?

 Formal techniques for scheduling and 
monitoring/control

 Work flow management practices and 
behaviours

 Developed from Goldratt’s Theory of 
Constraints.  The Goal

Behaviours

Methods



1:  The Principles of Project Work Flow

 Focus & Finish
Multi-tasking is Evil

 Limit WIP
Project Tasks & Portfolio projects

 Relay Runner
Pass work on ASAP

 Full Kit
Only start if you can finish

 Separate project & task plans
Project at “Level 2/3”

 Commit to how you will work
Not achieving task-level estimates.

 Frequent reporting 
Daily/weekly

 Small Batches
Pass work on ASAP

 Continuous Improvement
Rapid cycles.  PDSA



Baltazar Martinez
South Valley Landscape, California

 Focus and Finish
 Stop starting and start finishing
 28 open jobs -> 4-6

 Durations halved
 Turnover up 50% in 1 year
 Same team
 70+-hour weeks to picking kids up from school



GSK UK

• Critical chain pilot 
for new product 
introduction.

• Now used across all 
NPI projects.

• Senior stakeholder 
confidence & 
reduced micro-
management.



2:  The formal technique of CC

 Buffered Schedules
 Buffer Management – Key Project Progress Metric
 Portfolio Staggering

 Built on foundation common to all projects
• Task dependency network
• Pull – Right-to-Left - Scheduling



BUFFERS:  Shared Safety
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Aggressive but 
Possible

Highly 
Probable



FBFB
Project Buffer
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BUFFERS:  Shared Safety
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FB

Project Buffer

Typically 25% shorter

BUFFERS:  Shared Safety
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Surely that can’t be it?

 All you have done is shuffled some numbers about
• Same people.  Same stuff to do

 Of course not!  A buffered plan gives us:
• A shorter, achievable duration
• New tools that facilitate better execution control

• Work priorities
• Early Warning

 They facilitate and support the project work flow behaviours.
• “Focus & Finish”
• Remove waste and improve flow
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Buffer Management



Buffer Management

Project Fever Chart Portfolio Fever Chart
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Additional early-warning
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Plane

Airbus A380

Boeing 787

Airbus A350

Bombardier CS100

Mitsubishi MRJ90

Embraer E190-E2
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REFERENCE CLASS FORECAST 
IT TAKES 80-100 MONTHS TO 

DEVELOP & LAUNCH A NEW PLANE

60 MONTHS PLAN

       



BAE Systems and Critical Chain

 Local success in the past
 Global piloting 2020 of CC
 Today over 12 major programmes using CC
 Sponsorship of the APM Guide to Critical Chain
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“Critical chain gives us commercial advantage in … 
project management.  We are more-and-more 
committed to using it in all our project 
management applications.”

Mauricio Martins de Almeida Filho – Engineering VP,  Commercial Aviation
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