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In the world of global and huge sized project teams with sub-teams focused on disparate aspects 

of the project and a senior management that is paranoid to stay on top of everything, status 

reports seem to be the enabler and the preferred choice of communication. 

So, it becomes important to look at some of the details that are laid out in a status report. Here 

are 5 common pitfalls that most Project Managers tend to fall into while writing a status. 

1) Too much colour: Have you seen one of those status reports that seem to give tough 

competition to a toddler’s painting work? With excessive usage of colours and graphs and charts 

and a long key explaining what each colour means, it gives you a headache to read through one 

of those. Also, when people use purple instead of green to indicate that the project is on track, 

remember that it is not considered creative, it is unintuitive and confusing. Stick to RAG (Red, 

Amber & Green) 

2) Not including all stakeholders: This is a common mistake where you think that if the status 

report does not have any information pertaining to a specific stakeholder, he does not need to 

be included in that report. ‘All’ stakeholders need to be part of the communication, the action 

points they take may vary for each of them. But when you don’t include them, it appears that 

you’re hiding information and that can be a major trust breaker. 

3) Long ramblings: This is one of my pet peeves. Since most status reports are read on emails, 

it would be ideal to have the report looking compact on your screen without having to scroll 

down. However, many people seem to be in love with their words, writing on and on without 

getting to the point and giving focus on a lot of unwanted details. Any report is easier when it’s 

concise and to the point. 

4) Not catering to the audience: At the beginning of the project, it is beneficial to sit with the 

stakeholders and understand what information they would like to see in the status reports. 

What action would they like to take based on that? What decision points would they be taking 

based on the data? Having a good understanding of this could avoid presenting irrelevant data 

or leaving out necessary information. 



5) Not giving meaningful information: Often, status reports have a lot of data without any 

derivative, meaningful conclusions. You are a Project Manager and a leader, not an editor. So 

while writing the status report, you are supposed to state the data and also answer the question 

‘so what?’ For e.g. when you say the project is 20% behind schedule, your audience wants to 

know, so what is the impact? Can we still catch-up? If not, what is the plan? Are you going to 

revisit the schedule or leave out a feature, which was probably just a nice-to-have? Anticipate 

the questions that people would tend to ask on the basis of your data and answer them already. 

That’s what makes it worth reading your report. 

A solid status report is one that’s factual, concise, lays out the action steps and most 

importantly, highlights the impending risks. Just stay away from the 5 common mistakes and 

you would find people not just reading your status, but also quoting from it. 

 

Mistakes to avoid on project reports and dashboards 

A report or dashboard is only as good as the information it provides.  If it does not help the 

person reading the report, it will be seen as unhelpful and probably will not be used.  This means 

that it is a waste of time and effort for those reporting the report.  Likewise it creates the risk 

that important updates, calls to action, etc will be missed. 

Below is a list of items to avoid when producing a project report or dashboard. 

Acronyms 

Every organization has their own acronyms, the TLA’s and FLA’s (three letter and four letter 

acronyms).  This is absolutely fine when you have worked at an organization for a 

while.  However, to someone new, they mean absolutely nothing.  So avoid using acronyms in 

the report or if you do, ensure you include the full description the first time you use it. 

Technical Jargon 

Many projects involve some form of technical change.  This can lead to updates using complex 

technical phrases within the update.  This is often confusing to non-technical 

stakeholders.  Therefore, always aim to use language that makes sense to non-technical 

readers.  Aim to write with the end user in mind. 

Project Jargon 

Similar to the point above.  When you are working on a project, it becomes natural to 

communicate using project references.  Remember that stakeholders to not have the same level 

of familiarity, many are not project professionals.  It is good to provide updates in the terms of 

outcomes / benefits as opposed to pure project deliveries. 



Lengthy Updates 

It is important to provide accurate updates.  However, this can result in a very lengthy (wordy) 

update.  This makes it difficult for readers to pick out the important points.  It can also 

discourage busy senior managers from reading the report all together.  Think about the 

important points that need to be communicated and then make sure that they are clear and 

concise.  Bullets can be very useful.  Imagine you only had 10 seconds, what would be the critical 

points you would want / need to communicate. 

Data Overload 

A project will naturally capture a lot of data.  Just because you are capturing the information 

does not mean it has to be included on the report.  A table full of numbers can be difficult to 

understand, especially if the report is being sent to recipients and not being talked to by the 

project or PMO manager.  Aim to only use summary data drawn from the detailed data 

tables.  Make sure the data presents a clear message that can be understood. 

Font Size 

To try and include as much detail as possible, the use of smaller font sizes may be 

considered.  While it does allow for more information on the page, it does get to a point where 

it is difficult to read.  Remember, this will be different for each individual.  Keeping above 10pt 

or 12pt is recommended (8pt for PowerPoint presentations).  This also helps ensure that 

updates are kept concise. 

Mistakes 

To be avoided at all costs.  A report will be devalued if it includes mistakes.  Remember, some 

readers will naturally pick-up data errors where as others will pick up spelling, grammar, 

etc.  Then there is misstated updates.  Always ensure that you spell check and proof read 

reports.  Where possible seek peer review before publishing. 

Late Publication 

After you have invested time in preparing a good report, don’t ruin the impact by publishing 

late.  If the report has a defined publication date, make sure it is met.  If the report will be 

reviewed at a meeting, aim to publish at least 24 hours (ideally 48 hours) ahead of the 

meeting.  This will give time for the report to be reviewed. 

Conclusion 

Avoiding the items listed above will help ensure that your reporting is in good shape and 

achieves the desired outcomes. This is important as a lot of time and effort goes into producing 

reports so the output must be valued. 
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