
The Pre-Mortem
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Objective

To identify all of the problems that could cause a project to fail at the start of 

the project. This provides the opportunity to address those concerns at the 

outset and increase chance of success.

The pre-mortem technique was developed by Klein (2007) using ‘prospective 

hindsight’ to identify risks. The original Harvard Business Review article can be 

read here.
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The pre-mortem is also an example of 

System 2 thinking (Khaneman, 2011: 

Thinking, Fast and Slow). 

System 2 thinking is slower, more 

deliberative and logical. Compared 

to System 1 thinking which is fast, 

instinctive and emotional.

https://hbr.org/2007/09/performing-a-project-premortem


How to do a pre-mortem

Step 1:

1) A pre-mortem is best conducted at the 

start of the project, or in the planning 

stages. 

2) Invite all stakeholders, to avoid ‘blind 

spots’. 

3) Ensure that everyone understands the 

project plan.

Step 2:

1) Imagine that the project has failed 

spectacularly! 

2) Individually, write down every possible 

reason for the failure…
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How to do a pre-mortem

Step 3:

1) As a group, work through the problems 

identified to determine:

• Which are ‘show stoppers’, those that will 

completely halt the project if unresolved.

• Which are most likely to happen, so it 

would be good to think of a solution early on 

to prevent a headache further down the line

• Which you have no control over, and 

therefore can’t address them now but need 

to be mindful of.
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How to do a pre-mortem

Step 4:

1) Now is your opportunity to solve the 

problems identified!

2) Work through each problem, identify a 

solution and identify someone to take that 

solution forward. 
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“A pre-mortem may be the best way to 

circumvent any need for a painful 

post-mortem” Klein (2007)


