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A practical guide for enterprise leaders on
how to scope, structure, and scale out-
come-based project engagements
(includes 2 decision-ready checklists).
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Why Project Delivery Is Breaking
Under Its Own Weight

Most organizations approach complex project work
the same way they approach headcount: staff it,
assume ownership will follow, and repair what that

assumption leaves unfinished. The pattern is familiar.

A cross-functional initiative gets funded. A team gets
assembled. Work begins. And somewhere between
kickoff and delivery, the clarity that existed in the
planning document stops resembling what is
happening on the ground.
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The math on project failure is not improving.
According to PMI's 2025 "Step Up" report, just over
half of projects are viewed as successful by their
stakeholders, and 13% fail outright.

The talent side of the equation is under equal
pressure. PMI's 2025 Global Talent Gap Report finds
that the world could face a shortfall of nearly 30
million qualified project professionals by 2035, with
global demand for project talent projected to grow
64% over the next decade. Construction, IT services,
manufacturing, and healthcare face the steepest
pressure, with demand for project professionals in
those sectors expected to rise by as much as 66%.

The issue is not ambition. Most initiatives that stall or
fail are backed by real business intent and real
investment. The problem is structural: organizations
are trying to deliver defined outcomes through
models designed for indefinite headcount, not
time-bound delivery. Scope expands without
accountability. Timelines slip without consequence.
By the time the organization recognizes what is
happening, the budget has moved fasterthan

the work.

The challenge is not the project. It is
the model being used to deliver it.

Organizations making consistent progress on
complex initiatives are not simply working harder
inside the same delivery approach. They are
operating with a fundamentally different structure:
one where accountability is tied to outputs,
governance is built in from the start, and the partner
carries delivery risk alongside the client.
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Project-Based Solutions:
What They Are and How They Work

Project-based solutions are delivery engagements structured around defined outputs rather than hours
logged. The distinction matters more than it sounds. In a traditional staffing or time-and-materials
arrangement, the supplier's obligation ends at placement or time billing. In a project-based model,
accountability is tied to what gets built, delivered, validated, and accepted, whether that is a completed cloud
migration, a functioning shared-services environment, or a compliant regulatory documentation program.

This model fits organizations with clearly scoped initiatives that have measurable completion criteria and real
business impact attached to execution quality. It works because ownership is explicit from day one. The scope
is agreed, the milestones are defined, quality assurance is embedded throughout delivery, and both parties
know what done looks like before work begins.

Outcome Accountability Cannot Be Retrofitted Onto A Headcount Model.it Has To Be
Designed In From The Start.

What Project-Based

Solutions Are What They Are Not

Outcome-driven engagements with defined Open-ended staff augmentation billed by the
deliverables hour

Delivery models with SLAs, milestones, and Headcount solutions without delivery
embedded QA accountability

Structured governance with built-in escalation A vendor relationship managed through a
paths purchase order

Risk-aware delivery with compliance ownership A talent pool available for discretionary or

ongoing work
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The Five Engagement Models
and When Each One Fits

Not every project warrants the same delivery structure. Matching the model to the initiative is where most
organizations either get it right or introduce risk before the first team member is onboarded. The five models
below cover the full range of project-based engagements, each with a different accountability structure, billing

basis, and governance level.

O1 - Deliverables-Based Projects

Best for : Initiatives where the output can be clearly
defined, measured, and accepted against fixed
criteria, such as data reports, documentation
packages, system configurations, and compliance
audits.

How it works : The scope is agreed upon up front.
Delivery is owned by the partner. Payment is tied to
output, not time. QA is embedded throughout
delivery, and acceptance criteria are validated before
the engagement closes.

02 - Milestone-Based Projects

Best for : Multi-phase programs, cloud migrations,
platform modernizations, and digital transformation
rollouts where each phase has defined acceptance
criteria before the next begins.

How it works : Delivery is phased. Payments are
released on milestone completion. Risks are
contained phase by phase, and course corrections
can be made at each checkpoint before the next
phase initiates.

03 - Managed-Capacity Project Teams

Best for : Organizations with sustained, ongoing
project work that does not warrant a permanent
internal team, Bl programs, shared-services
operations, and analytics pipelines.

How it works : A dedicated delivery team is
assembled, managed, and quality-assured by
SPECTRAFORCE. Performance is owned on the
partner side, not redistributed back to the client
through coordination overhead.

04 - Time-And-Materials With Governance

Best for : Projects where the scope is real but
evolving regulatory initiatives, process redesign, and
complex integrations where requirements shift
during execution.

How it works : Billing is time-based, but governance
is structured. Clear cadence, reporting, and
escalation paths keep the engagement accountable
even as the work adapts, preventing the drift that
makes ungoverned T&M engagements so
expensive.
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05 - Full Program Outsourcing

o

Best for : End-to-end ownership of a complete workflow, program, or business process, including staffing, KPls,
quality standards, and delivery governance.

How it works : SPECTRAFORCE assumes full delivery responsibility. This is not a vendor arrangement; it is a
delivery partnership with defined outcomes, embedded governance, and clear accountability at every stage of

the program lifecycle.

The Five Models At A Glance

Best Fit

Billing

Basis

Governance
Level

Typical

Duration

Deliverables-
Based

Milestone-
Based

Managed-
Capacity Teams

T&M with
Governance

Full Program
Outsourcing

Fixed-scope, clearly
defined outputs

Multi-phase
programs

Ongoing
project work

Evolving scope
initiatives

End-to-end
program ownership

Per deliverable

Per milestone
completion

Retainer or
monthly

Hourly /
time-based

Program fee /
outcome-based

High — output tied
to payment

High — phased
acceptance gates

Structured —team
performance owned
by partner

Structured —
defined cadence
and escalation

Full — partner
owns delivery,
KPls, QA

Weeks to months

Months to
quarters

Ongoing

Months

Long-term
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How to Scope a Project Engagement
Before You Sign Anything

Scoping is where project-based engagements
succeed or fail before the first team member is
onboarded. Most organizations underscope,
defining the work in broad strokes, assuming the
partner will fill the gaps, and experiencing scope
creep as the price of that assumption.

The data on this is consistent. According to PMI, 70%
of projects experience scope creep at some point
during execution, and 39% of projects fail due to a
lack of clear goals and milestones. Scope creep is not
a delivery problem. It is a definition problem, and it is
almost always preventable.

A well-scoped engagement answers six questions
before the SOW is signed. Organizations that work
through these internally before approaching a
partner have consistently clearer conversations and
significantly fewer surprises once delivery is
underway.

What is the defined output, and what does
'‘complete’ look like in measurable terms?

What are the phases or milestones, and what
are the acceptance criteria for each?

Who owns quality assurance on the partner
side, and how is it documented?

What are the escalation paths when delivery
issues surface?

What does the client team need to provide,
and at what points during delivery?

What are the risk ownership boundaries
between client and partner?

NO—On—RAN—WN—N— =

A project without a scoped output is
not a project. It is an intention.

The organizations that navigate scoping well do not
treat it as a pre-sales step. They treat it as a delivery
discipline one that determines whether the
engagement is set up to succeed or set up to negotiate
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What Governance Looks Like
When It Is Working

Governance in project delivery is frequently misunderstood. Many organizations treat it as reporting
dashboards, status updates, and weekly calls. That is not governance. That is documentation of what has
already happened. Effective governance is the structure that determines what happens next, who makes the
call, and how fast the correction occurs.

Deloitte's Global Outsourcing Survey found that 70% of executives report that their vendor management
function is not fully mature. That immaturity shows up most acutely in project delivery, where unclear
ownership, delayed escalations, and inconsistent reporting allow recoverable problems to compound into
program-level failures.

What Structured Governance Actually Includes In A Well-Run
Project Engagement:

A defined operating cadence with standing checkpoints, not ad hoc status calls scheduled
when something goes wrong.

Documented SLAs tied to delivery milestones, not to activity measures like hours billed or
meetings held.

A clear escalation path that does not require the client to initiate the conversation, the partner
surfaces issues proactively.

QA is embedded at each phase of delivery, rather than applied as a final review before handoff.

A single named point of accountability on the delivery side someone who owns the outcome,
not the activity.

When governance is designed well, the client team spends less time managing the engagement and more
time reviewing outputs. That shift from coordination to oversight is one of the clearest signals that a
project-based model is operating the way it should.
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Measuring Project Delivery: What to
Track and What to Ignore

Most project engagements are measured on three things: on-time delivery, budget adherence, and scope
completion. Those metrics are necessary. They are not sufficient. An initiative that delivers on all three can still
fail to generate the business outcome it was designed to support and organizations that discover this after the
engagement closes have no recourse.

The difference between organizations that get consistent results from project delivery and those that do not
often comes down to what they choose to measure. PM| and PwC research found that organizations with
mature project management practices are more than twice as likely to outperform peers on revenue growth,
customer acquisition, and customer satisfaction. The discipline of measurement is part of what createsthat gap.

Track This Avoid Overweighting This

Milestone acceptance rate Hours billed to date

QA issues surfaced per phase Number of status updates delivered
Escalation resolution time Team size at peak engagement
Delivery team continuity across the Spend against the original estimate, in
engagement isolation

A talent pool available for discretionary

Post-delivery outcome validation .
or ongoing work

The organizations that get the most from project-based delivery review these metrics not just at program
close, but at each milestone checkpoint, treating measurement as a governance tool rather than a
post-project exercise.
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Cost, Risk, and What You
Are Actually Buying

Project-based pricing is frequently compared to time-and-materials billing on a per-hour basis, and that
comparison almost always understates the value of the outcome-based model. The true cost of project delivery
is not the partner fee. It is the partner fee, plus the internal coordination burden, plus the cost of errors caught
late, plus the cost of scope creep absorbed without accountability, plus the productivity loss sustained while
waiting for a deliverable to be corrected.

Deloitte's 2024 Global Outsourcing Survey found that 80% of executives plan to maintain or increase their
outsourcing investment, and the primary driver has shifted significantly. In 2020, 70% of executives cited cost
reduction as their main reason for outsourcing. By 2024, access to specialized talent and execution capability
had become the leading driver. Organizations are not buying a cheaper version of internal capacity. They are
buying delivery capability they do not have internally, and accountability structures that do not exist in a
traditional staffing model.

Risk transfer is also part of what a structured project engagement provides. In a project-based model, delivery
risk does not sit entirely with the client. The partner carries accountability for delivery quality, documentation,
compliance, and QA outcomes. That transfer has economic value that does not appear in a simple rate
comparison.

The Question Is Not What The Engagement Costs.
The Question Is What A Failed Delivery Costs.

When cost, value, and risk are evaluated together, project-based delivery moves from being a procurement
decision to an operating strategy, one that supports predictable outcomes even as initiative complexity grows.

Checklist: Is Your Initiative Ready
for a Project-Based Model?

This checklist is designed to help leaders assess whether their initiative is structured in a way that makes a
project-based engagement viable and likely to succeed. Work through it internally before approaching any
partner organizations that consistently have clearer scoping conversations and significantly fewer surprises
during delivery.

No single area in the red is cause for alarm on its own. A pattern across several is worth addressing before the
SOW is signed.
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Readiness Area

Output
Definition

Milestone
Clarity

Internal
Capacity

Compliance
Scope

Risk
Alignment

Timeline
Realism

Governance
Readiness

Questions to Ask Internally

Can you describe what 'done' looks
like in measurable terms?

Are there natural phases with
defined acceptance criteria?

Does your team have the
bandwidth to serve as an engaged
client?

Are there regulatory or
documentation obligations tied to
this work?

Is leadership aligned on what a
delivery failure would cost?

Has the timeline been stress-tested
against dependencies?

Is there a plan for how the delivery
progress will be reviewed and
accepted?

What to Look For

A clear, accepted deliverable
definition, not a broad objective

At least two checkpoints where
work can be reviewed before
proceeding

Named contacts for scoping,
governance, and acceptance, not
one person doing all three

A documented list of compliance
requirements before delivery begins

Executive sponsorship with defined
escalation authority

A timeline built on constraint
analysis, not calendar preference

A governance cadence agreed
before the SOW is signed
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Checklist: How to Evaluate
a Project Solutions Partner

Choosing a project solutions partner is a different evaluation than choosing a staffing vendor. The questions
that matter most are not about candidate volume or time-to-fill. They are about delivery structure,

accountability design, and what the partner does when something goes wrong because something always
does.

A partner worth engaging will welcome every question on this list. One who deflects or answers only in
generalities is telling you something important before the engagement has even started.

Evaluation
Dimension

Delivery
Model Clarity

Governance
Structure

Scope
Management

Team
Continuity

Risk
Ownership

Domain
Depth

Questions to Ask

How does the partner
define accountability
at each phase?

What does the operating
cadence look like once
the engagement is live?

How does the partner
handle scope changes
mid-engagement?

How is the delivery team
maintained over the
engagement lifecycle?

What delivery risks
does the partner
explicitly own?

Has the partner
delivered comparable
work in similar
environments?

What Strong Answers
Demonstrate

Named ownership for QA, escalation, and
milestone acceptance, not shared
responsibility

A defined rhythm of checkpoints, not reactive
status calls scheduled after problems surface

A documented change management
process with a named approval authority

Documented policies for coverage, backfill,
and knowledge transfer

Language in the SOW covering QA,
compliance, and rework responsibility, not
verbal assurances

Specific outcomes fromn comparable
engagements, not case study headlines
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Reporting What does the partner Real-time or near-real-time visibility without
Transparency report on, at what manual client effort to produce it

cadence, and to whom?
Transition How does the partner A structured knowledge transfer plan built
Planning handle handoff at into the delivery model, not added at the end

program close?

What the First 30, 90 Days, and
Ongoing Delivery Look Like

Understanding the engagement model on paper is different from understanding what it feels like to be inside
one. What follows maps what a well-run project-based engagement typically looks like in practice, across three
phases that every engagement moves through.

Alignment And Mobilization

Scoping is validated and confirmed with all stakeholders. The delivery team is
assembled and briefed on the agreed scope. Governance cadence is

-l _30 established, including checkpoints, reporting frequency, and escalation paths,
which are documented before work begins. Stakeholders are introduced, and
delivery responsibilities are assigned. The acceptance criteria for the first
milestone are reviewed and agreed upon before any delivery activity is initiated.

Active Delivery And First Milestone

The first major deliverable phase is executed. QA checkpoints occur at defined

3'| _9 O intervals, not as end-of-phase reviews but as embedded delivery gates.
Reporting begins according to the agreed cadence. The client receives the first
milestone for formal review and acceptance. Feedback is incorporated before
the next phase initiates, and any scope adjustment requests are processed
through the documented change management path.
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Sustained Delivery And Program Governance

Delivery continues against the agreed milestone structure. The operating
. cadence provides consistent visibility without requiring the client team to
O N g olN g chase updates. Scope changes follow the documented process. The partner
maintains team continuity and proactively flags delivery risks before they
become delivery failures. At program close, a structured knowledge transfer
ensures the client retains everything produced, including documentation,
process maps, and delivery artifacts.

Making the Move: From

Decision to Kickoff

The most common reason organizations delay
moving into a project-based model is not budget or
governance;, it is the assumption that the transition
itself requires more internal effort than they
currently have capacity for. In practice, the reverse is
true. A well-structured project engagement is
designed to absorb that complexity, not require the
client to resolve it first.

Common starting points for organizations new to
the model include identifying a contained,
high-stakes initiative with a clear output definition,
running the scoping checklist internally, and
booking a structured discovery conversation with a
delivery partner before any SOW is drafted. That
conversation, when done well, should surface the
answers to most of the scoping questions, not
create new ones.

Organizations at more advanced stages may want
to assess whether a managed-capacity team or full
program outsourcing structure is a better fit for

ongoing work that has outgrown its current delivery

model. The right structure is the one that matches
current risk tolerance and capacity while leaving
room to scale as confidence in the model grows.

The best time to structure a project
engagement is before the project has
already started. The second-best time
Is now.

One useful exercise before any partner conversation:
have the internal team independently answer the six
scoping questions from page 08. When answers
converge, the initiative is ready. When they diverge,
that divergence is the most valuable thing to surface
and the most expensive thing to discover after
delivery has begun.
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Next Steps

This guide is designed to function as a working reference, something to return to during scoping
conversations, partner evaluations, and internal alignment discussions. Organizations often find it most useful
for building a shared understanding of what project-based delivery requires from both sides before any
external conversation begins.

Common next steps include completing the readiness checklist internally with the relevant stakeholders, using
the partner evaluation checklist to structure upcoming conversations, and identifying one initiative where a
project-based model would reduce delivery risk relative to the current approach.

SPECTRAFORCE works with organizations at different stages of project delivery maturity, from single-initiative
engagements to full program outsourcing relationships across technology, operations, data, compliance, and
digital transformation. Whether the priority is execution speed, risk reduction, or end-to-end delivery
ownership, the right starting point is a conversation about what the work actually requires.

Ready to define and deliver your
next project with confidence?

Book a 15 Minute Discovery Call



