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A GUIDE TO SIMPLE Vs SOPHISTICATED  
PROJECT UPDATES 
 
Over the years I have seen many different project update reports. At their 
most simple the project update report can be as follows. 
 
What’s done in the last period 
Risks, Issues, Actions and Decisions 
Update on against plan (Time, Cost, People) 
What’s coming up in the next period 
 
However, there is plenty more you can add to this report depending on 
the bureaucracy, culture, priorities and interests of the organization. So 
here are a few anonymized update reports for you to consider what might 
work best for your organization.  
 

EXAMPLE 01 
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I like the following key elements from the previous form. 
 

 Summary of the project 
 Resources, Time, Budget and Scope Traffic-Light Rating. 
 Reference to deliverables milestones and benefits 

 
I do like extra detail because successful project management is very often 
about the detail. Brevity can often hide critical issues and a simple table 
approach to facts can be helpful for different audiences to select items for 
closer scrutiny. For example, some may focus on budget, others on 
progress, and others on risks or resources. 
 
A tabular or form-based approach allows for consistency and comparison 
and helps standardization and expectation from the author as well as the 
reader. 
 

EXAMPLE 02 
 

 
 
I like the following key elements from the above. 
 

 Summary of the project team and roles 
 Summary for the Project Objective 
 A headline update (in words) as well as then data in tables 

 
Very often a Project Update can be like a mini-Project Initiation 
Document, Plan or Business Case summarizing the aim and objectives of 
the project as well as its status. This can be useful for some stakeholders 
and helps keen focus on context and intended outcome. 
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I particularly like the ‘report card’ approach where all the cards are on a 
wall or a white board to indicate all the projects happening at the same 
time. This is a helpful way of seeing a project in context and using the 
‘report card’ as a prompt for discussion. 
 

EXAMPLE 03 
 

 
I like the following key elements from the above. 
 

 Summary of the exclusions, constraints, dependencies 
 Specific refence to the resources required 
 A note of stakeholders  
 A space for the Sponsors sign-off 

 
Inevitably updates like the one above are done on A3 rather than A4, but 
their comprehensive nature means the whole project can be understood 
rather than narrowly looking at the present period without the context.  
As previously noted this approach lends itself to an art gallery approach of 
having all the “project posters” on a wall, for stakeholders to view each or 
all the project and understanding their cumulative impact upon the 
organization. 
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EXAMPLE 04 
 

 
 
This is the first page of a pack and as such does provide a useful 
summary. The question is whether the reader actually ventures to the 
subsequent pages.  
 
Herein in the dilemma of project reporting, if it is not immediately obvious 
to the reader on the front or only page will they venture to find out the 
critical information. Often good news adorns the front page and bad news 
is buried within. 
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EXAMPLE 05 
 

 
 
This has many of the virtues of the report-card, but in a portrait format 
that may be pleasing to those who prefer Reports rather than Slides. 
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EXAMPLE 06 
 

 
 
This contains the same information but the use of sections and fonts can 
help breakup the report into chunks and the left-middle-right panels can 
be used to convey the idea of 1, beginning 2, middle 3, end or A, 
foundations B, progress C, outcome. 
 
The logical layout of a report can help communication of the issues and 
draw focus upon the aim, issues our intention according to which panels 
have highlighted text or coloured traffic-lights. 
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EXAMPLE 07 
 

 
 
There are many similarities in content and format with a number of styles 
already listed.  
 
I like the section “Weeks remaining” and under Risks “Critical” as useful 
points for summary albeit that this brevity can undermine a deeper 
understanding of the significance of issues.  
 
It is also interesting to consider the emphasis of milestones (dates) over 
deliverables (outputs) or benefits (outcomes).  
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EXAMPLE 08 
 

 
 
A picture can paint a thousand words and there is much to be said for 
graphics and icons to convey information. However simply turning a £-
sign red, amber or green, or using a thumbs-up or thumbs-down can be a 
little simplistic. 
 
The narrative in this example appear to focus entirely on risks rather than 
people, products, progress or performance.  
 
Of course the counter-argument may be that the actions and decisions 
should rightly be focused upon anything that may undermine delivery on-
time, on-budget, to-specification and therefor the risks and issues should 
be the focus of attention. 
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EXAMPLE 09 
 

 
 
In contrast to the previous report-card, this has a strong emphasis on the 
deliverables (the outputs and outcomes). There is a useful comparison of 
previous and present spending in the top right, and some context in 
relation to the project stage from concept to completion. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
Each have their merits and generally reflect the culture of the 
organization and interests of the stakeholders.  
 
I see merit in clean simplicity that makes communication concise, but I 
also see merit in a Project Update containing a reminder of the original 
aims and objectives which can frequently be lost. 
 
My personal opinion is that the purpose of a Project Update is to provoke 
a discussion or support a decision and not an alternative to dialogue. As 
such it should contain enough information to identify the right questions 
to ask. 
 
If you are interested in project tools, templates, training or support please 
contact me Tim@AdaptConsultingCompany.com  
or phone +44(0)7797762051 
 
 
 Projects, Programmes & Change Management 
 Governance, Process, Regulation and Compliance 
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Tim HJ Rogers  
MBA Management Consultant & Change Practitioner  
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We deliver projects and change, and improve the confidence, capacity, drive 
and desire of the people we work with. 
 

 
 


