Scope Creep Is Scary

Idea In Short

Treat scope as a contract to defend from day one. Write an explicit statement of work,
reiterate the scope visually at every interim meeting, route pushback through the partner
who owns the relationship, flex deliberately when it earns goodwill and remember the client
is not always right.

More for the Same Money

The client wants more work for the same fee, and nothing about that is pretty. Consultants
dread scope creep because it reliably delivers late nights, grumpy analysts, dissatisfied
clients and lower project margins, all bad things at once.1 Strip away the jargon and scope
creep is a fancy word for misunderstanding: what the consultant and client expect the
project to deliver has diverged. Sometimes the consultant drafted unclearly, and sometimes
the client added items last-minute, but the structure is constant. The consultant believes he
is solving problem A while the client believes the agreement covered A plus B plus C.

The Common Cold of Projects

The monster takes many shapes and sizes, and any consultant will commiserate about it
across several beers. It rarely derails a project completely, behaving instead like the
common house cold, appearing on every project in one form or another, sometimes as a
client's passing suggestion and sometimes phrased as a demand. The frequency is exactly
why it deserves system-level remedies rather than case-by-case improvisation, because a
hazard that visits every engagement will find every unprepared team.

Why It Cuts So Deep

Beyond the work and the money, scope creep demoralizes because it is a barometer
showing the project is not under control, and consultants like to be in control. Their
effectiveness rests on borrowed clout: clients loan organizational and political authority so
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consultants can set the pace, nudge people into action and keep the takt time of the work
through interviews, workshops and surveys.2 When clients question the scope, the effect
resembles one parent second-guessing the other in front of the kids, chipping away at
perceived and actual control. Perversely, clients advocating for more work make the
existing work harder to finish. A second wound is temporal. Consultants choose project-
based work for its start, middle and end, and for the satisfaction when everything is
delivered and the client says thank you. Scope creep postpones the celebration indefinitely,

converting a sprint into a treadmill.

Remedies One and Two: Write It, Repeat It

Prevention starts at the proposal. The project scope belongs explicitly in the statement of
work, spelled out with what clients sometimes find repetitive process detail, because that
document is the only real protection and guardrail the team possesses.3 The second
remedy keeps the document alive. Without being heavy-handed, remind clients of the scope
regularly and have them confirm progress, which implicitly re-confirms the endpoint. A
standing page in interim presentations serves perfectly, showing phases one and two
complete and phase three underway, ideally using the same diagram the client saw in the
statement of work, since the more clients see it, the less they fiddle with it. The
mountaineering image fits: a climber places anchors as he ascends so any fall is short.
Project milestones anchor progress the same way.

Remedies Three Through Five: Rank, Flex, Conviction

Scope defense has an org chart. Saying no is the senior manager, partner or director's job,
because they hold the client relationship, wrote or approved the statement of work, own
project profitability and can add resources when warranted. They play bad cop so the day-
to-day team stays in the client's good graces, a division of labor that protects everyone. The
fourth remedy is deliberate flexibility, since sometimes giving a little extra work makes sense
and sometimes it does not. Indiscriminate yes-saying gets consultants in trouble, yet clients
also want to feel like savvy buyers with a ready answer to their boss's sharp question about
whether the consultants were really needed. The job is delivering enough value and
coaching that the client answers yes with conviction. The fifth remedy is posture. Clients
pay for experience, objectivity and professionalism, and Enzo Ferrari said the quiet part
aloud: the client is not always right. A firm that believes its own expertise defends its scope
without apology, and clients respect the firmness more than the accommodation.
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Handling the Live Request

The remedies above prevent; a script handles the moment itself. When a client raises new
work in a meeting, first acknowledge and capture it visibly, writing it on the parking lot rather
than deflecting, because dismissed requests return angrier. Second, classify it aloud against
the statement of work: inside scope, clearly outside or genuinely ambiguous. Third, for
outside items, offer the structured path, a change discussion with the partner covering
timing, fees and trade-offs, which converts a boundary into a service. Fourth, for ambiguous
items, buy time honestly by promising an answer after checking the scope document, and
then actually answer. What never works is the silent yes, absorbing the request to avoid
awkwardness, because each silent yes reprices the engagement downward and teaches the
client that scope is elastic. Awkward clarity today is cheaper than resentment in week nine.

Control Is the Deliverable

The remedies share one root: scope discipline is not administrative hygiene but part of the
value clients purchase. A project that finishes on time, on budget and on the agreed
question demonstrates the very control the client lacked internally, which is often why
consultants were hired at all. Guard the scope, and the guarding itself becomes proof of
competence.

e 1Scope creep
e 2Takt time
e 3Statement of work

Summary

Scope creep is the common cold of consulting: universal, rarely fatal and always draining. It
signals lost control, delays the finish and erodes margins. The remedies are explicit
statements of work, anchored milestones, senior-led pushback, deliberate flexibility and
Ferrari-grade professional conviction.
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