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Do you know the biggest problem with the stage gates, it is reactive. 

Assume that you are actually finding out something very prudent for 

you to have a course correction,  through the stage-gate 

mechanism, by the time you realize you are already late for taking 

an action.

The solution is Flow Gate System.

What is Flow-Gate?

It follows the same modus operandi of stage-gate in terms of 

dividing the larger projects into major phases. Bu the checks and 

balances are not put at the end of each phase but at the beginning. 

In an irrigation system, if you look at, the water from a large 

reservoir flows in big distribution channels to the check dams, and 

then to small canals and then to the further small canals that 

distribute to the agricultural lands. In projects as well, controlling the 

flow proactively is called the flow-gate system.

Stage 
Gate vs 
Flow Gate

is it another project 

management lexicon that 

has been worked out and 

reason the solution?

BACKGROUND



Ok. How do we do this?
There are three steps that can help to flip the side from a reactive mode to a proactiv

e mode. Three things which you do when you want to do a flow-gate.

1. Create Masterplan

2. Flow Gate System

3. Execution 

The Three Step Process

“The nicest thing about not planning is that failure comes as a complete surprise rather than being preceded by a 

period of worry and depression.” —Sir John Harvey-Jones

INSIGHTS
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Execution and then Control? Are you sure?
If controlling after execution makes you reactive, then flip the side. But controlled 
execution may not be appropriate in this information era. What about calibrated 
execution?

INSIGHTS

Pedestrian vs Flyers
Air travel is one of the most potentially dangerous 

mode of travel, yet there are few accidents than the 

walking on roadside. Pedestrian is supposed to be 

most safe, yet there are more deaths on the roadside 

than airside. 

The reason is the well “calibrated execution.” Every 

step of the air travel is meticulosity planned and 

calibrated.



Ok. How do we do this?

Create 

Masterplan

Create Flow 

Gate System

1. Create Masterplan

2. Create Flow Gate System

3. Execution 

Execution 

Deconstruct a project into major phases

This consist of there further steps

Detail out : Detail out the first phase in a granular manner

Pre-Mortem : Perform a premortem to analyze and 

provide checks and balances for the subsequent face

Full Kit : Work out a full kitting checklist of the subsequent 

phase and deliveries

Approve the relentless execution of subsequent phase,  

with the higher predictability, Empower the teams fully to 

perform and to take decisions

BACKGROUND

There are three steps that can help to flip the side from a reactive mode to a proactiv
e mode. Three things which you do when you want to do a flow-gate.
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Create Masterplan
“If you fail to plan, you are planning to fail!” - Benjamin Franklin. 

A project manager’s core process is the planning and the way in which one

makes this determines half of the success of the project even before it

commences.

Every project has a purpose to be achieved, this could be the creation of the

results, services, or products. The first step of any project before planning is to

define this. The next step is to build a master plan that is designed to deliver

the purpose. A master plan is a high-level, directionally correct plan that is to

be carried out in order to achieve the project’s objectives. Every project has a

core flow—the set of sequential segments that are to be performed one

after another towards the final goals. Defining the core flow is the first

step in preparing a project master plan. Ability to progress on the ‘core

flow’ determines the completion of the project.

A master plan can be an approximately right schedule where the accuracy of

estimates is not the objective—it is a reflection of this core flow, and its

progress represents the overall progress of the project. Once the purpose and

core flow are worked out, they are divided into several logical segments. We

call them ‘phases.’ Activities to be performed in a phase comprise of several

steps.

Deconstruct a project into significant phases

HOW IT WORKS?

“Systematically divide a 

large project into several 

easy to manage, quick to 

deliver sections”



Create Masterplan
Every phase has to deliver intermittent objectives, which can be accomplished one after 

another in order to deliver the purpose of the larger project. Time, cost, and intermediate 

milestones are to be defined at every phase. The following criteria can be used to work out 

the phases

a. Where the project can be logically divided into segments: An example is of 

analysis, development, test, and release in a typical software development project.

b. Where a significant delivery can happen—such as the development of proof of 

concept.

c. Where there is a transition from one workstream to another, such as a research 

team to the production team.

d. Where there is a transfer of knowledge from one individual or workstream to 

another, such as outsourcing part of the project to an external vendor/ partner.

The number of phases in a project solely depends on the nature of the project, rigor of 

execution, and quality of decision-making needed. 

The purpose becomes the core objective, and the flow of the project towards achieving this 

purpose is represented in the master plan. The milestones and intermediate deliveries are to 

be chosen in such a way that they represent the overall health of the project. Hence, the 

focus should be on the flow of the project rather than time—using the compass rather 

than a clock to detail the steps of the project’s progress.

Deconstruct a project into significant phases

HOW IT WORKS?



Flow-gate Systems consists of three aspects namely 

a) Detailing out a granular plan for the subsequent phase
b) Full Kitting Checklist for the next phase and 

A flow gate system is proactive, the review is conducted before commencement of every

phase. The idea is to have the checks and balances ahead of every phase and not after

the execution of the same.

Flow Gate reviews are not only checking the internal factors, the inherent progress and

readiness of the subsequent phase; it is also used to check for external factors—if the

viability or business case changes due to the competitive landscape, technological

obsolescence or customer behavior. If a project is very sensitive to the external world, and

the technology that was developed could be cannibalized by another product or technology,

it needs to be recalibrated consistently. As the product life cycle shrinks and technology

becomes obsolete every day; this is a necessary check to ensure that the project is viable.

c) Performing the Pre- Mortem checks.

HOW IT WORKS?



Flow-gate Systems consists of three aspects namely 

a) Detailing out a granular plan for the subsequent phase
b) Full Kitting Checklist for the next phase and 

A go/kill decision may also be taken if the project is not going to deliver the intended value. The

earlier the project is killed, the better it is for the organization as the remaining resources and

money can be spent on a viable project. If failure is inevitable, flow-gate reviews help businesses

to fail projects earlier on and without much loss.

• Check outside-in aspects—external factors that influence the viability of the project.

• Play out a handover from one workstream to another if this is applicable to the project.

• Recalibrate the master plan estimate with actual time and cost until the next phase, and

make projections for cost and time for the rest of the project.

• Plan the next phase with a granular schedule based on progressive elaboration.

• Quality checks and adjustments or take ‘go’ or ‘kill’ decisions.

• Engage customers or sponsors in progress and make them a part of decisions.

• Business review of the project ‘go/no-go’ decision for proceeding to the next phase, if all

the above are successful.

c) Performing the Pre- Mortem checks.

HOW IT WORKS?



Flow-gate Systems consists of three aspects namely 

a) Detailing out a granular plan for the subsequent phase
b) Full Kitting Checklist for the next phase and 

Detailing out :

This is a process of priming the individual phase before it commences. A phase is elaborated

with all its inputs, assumptions, and risks. When in the execution of the project, as the earlier

phases are completed, for the upcoming phase, many aspects are revealed, including risk

manifestation—hence, one would be in a better position to detail out a phase by phase. For

example, when one travels in a car, all they see in the light of the headlamps is the next 100

meters. The speed of the entire journey is determined by the way in which each 100 meters is

crossed. In a steady-state, while finishing every phase and getting to the next, the single-phase

becomes the focal point of the project team as well as the particular workstream/SME.

Once the next phase is taken up for execution and the project team focuses on it, a detailed

plan has to be worked out. Assumptions are to be validated at every phase. Various external

factors are to be checked at every step, including regulation changes, technology upgrades,

competitors’ launches, and changes in customer requirements.

c) Performing the Pre- Mortem checks.

HOW IT WORKS?



Flow-gate Systems consists of three aspects namely 

a) Detailing out a granular plan for the subsequent phase
b) Full Kitting Checklist for the next phase and 

Full Kit:

Work out a full kitting checklist of the subsequent phase and deliveries. Full kitting is

another key element in ensuring the success of every phase. The concept of full kitting is to

ensure that all required resources, permits, documentation, materials, and equipment are

available before starting a phase. A good recipe for getting stuck in the middle of a phase

is to rely on the fact that whatever you don’t have yet will magically and reliably appear “on

the fly.”

The “full kitting” process is readying the current individual phase with all its inputs, be it

material, resources, funds, permits, expertise, access to technology, equipment, consulting

SMEs; all these are put together as a full kiting checklist at the beginning of the phase.

Once all these are readied or committed, then the phase’s calibrated execution starts. In

addition to ensuring that the team does not get stuck in the middle of performing a phase

because they are missing an element they need to complete the task, just the creation of

the full kitting checklist helps to ensure the readiness of a function to start their part before

initiation of the job itself. Ensuring a completed checklist avoids wandering around

searching for some of the prerequisites while wasting time and putting the task itself at risk.

c) Performing the Pre- Mortem checks.

Quite often, not the important things

derail the execution, but trivial ones. In

one of the projects that I worked with

that had about $500 million ROI, a $5

spare parts non-availability stifled the

progress. Strange, but true. The ‘full

kitting checklist’ enables early

identification of such aspects and

ensures 100% readiness before the

commencement of a phase.

HOW IT WORKS?



Flow-gate Systems consists of three aspects namely 

a) Detailing out a granular plan for the subsequent phase
b) Full Kitting Checklist for the next phase and 

Pre-Mortem

Advancements in the field of risk management help organizations identify the

potential problems in a project before it happens. Powerful tools such as the pre-

mortem help to identify risks and to manage them effectively prior to the project or

even before every phase. Pre-mortem is a method first coined by Gary Klein in his

article in Harvard Business Review. The teams pretend that as if the project has

already failed and work backward for the reasons for the failures. This yields the real

challenges and potential pitfalls in a project and helps the project teams to work out

preventive approaches to overcome these before it happens in a project.

This also helps in eliminating the reworks, which might be required in projects.

Reworks are the result of poor planning. Hence adequate forecast of risk through

tools like pre-mortem would help in enhancing the value. In the research and

development projects, the reworks until the final iteration are not going to add value

to the product or services. Hence a thoroughly thought out plan to minimize the

number of iterations is something that adds value to the entire project also passes on

the value to the customer.

c) Performing the Pre- Mortem checks.

Perform a premortem to

analyze and provide

checks and balances for

the subsequent face

HOW IT WORKS?



Flow-gate Systems consists of three aspects namely 

a) Detailing out a granular plan for the subsequent phase
b) Full Kitting Checklist for the next phase and 

A premortem is the hypothetical opposite of a postmortem. A postmortem in

a medical setting allows health professionals and the family to learn what

caused a patient’s death. Everyone benefits except, of course, the patient. A

premortem in a business setting comes at the beginning of a project rather

than the end so that the project can be improved rather than autopsied.

Unlike a typical critiquing session, in which project team members are asked

what might go wrong, the premortem operates on the assumption that the

“patient” has died, and so asks what did go wrong. The team members’ task

is to generate plausible reasons for the project’s failure.

Source: Performing a Project Premortem. by; Gary Klein. From the Harvard Business Review

September 2007 Issue

c) Performing the Pre- Mortem checks.

Perform a premortem to analyze

and provide checks and balances

for the subsequent face

HOW IT WORKS?

”
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With full kitting and premortem, there is a superb clarity on

what needs to be done in every phase. Once the clearance

obtained from the flow gate for calibrated execution, the project

team focuses on accomplishing every phase with high rigor

and speed.

Empower the individual workstream/SME:

People who execute the phases are empowered to make their

decisions, which create a sense of belongingness and

responsibility, for them to produce the results and services

needed from their own expertise. The decentralization,

carefully constructed by aligning with the overall purpose of the

project, empowers the SMEs or workstreams for engaged in

building the value out of their respective phases.

Execution

Focus, Finish, Move on are the 

three steps in which projects are 

performed. The execution and 

control swap takes places. It is 

not controlling after execution, but 

flow gate enables calibrated 

execution. While the changes are 

not completely avoidable, through 

the flow gate, these are 

minimized to a larger extent.

HOW IT WORKS?



Self-managed teams – the center of excellence:

The teams manage themselves, and human nature is not to

be managed, on this process offers them the necessary

autonomy to operate. Over a period of time, they become a

center of excellence in creating the value proposition which is

expected from their respective functions. While this creates

an autonomy, it facilitates the people to develop mastery; they

indeed evolve, as someone, who can deliver results first time

right. This is far from reinventing the wheel every time, no

need to go back to the drawing board, but bring the traction

from the previous phase and continuously improve the speed

of execution. This approach is altogether different from

considering a project as a whole every time. This indeed

harnesses the mastery created for a period of time from the

respective of streams in order to expedite the delivery of

subsequent projects one after another.

Execution

Focus, Finish, Move on are the 

three steps in which projects are 

performed. The execution and 

control swap takes places. It is 

not controlling after execution, but 

flow gate enables controlled 

execution. While the changes are 

not completely avoidable, through 

the flow gate, these are 

minimized to a larger extent.

HOW IT WORKS?



Independent and Interdependent at the same time:

Each phase is to be assigned to the workstreams or domain

experts. These individuals have the autonomy to drive their

part of the program. Also, when a larger project comprises of

various interdependent mini-projects for overall success,

everyone gets valued through their contribution in

accomplishing this.

The project teams are interdependent in multiple ways with

each other’s expertise.

As the things are pretty clear, the execution is more of a

complete delegation and full empowerment to the team, that

enables the speed in execution. Even the decisions needed

and permutation and combinations are to be converted as if-

else scenarios and pre-determined approaches are aligned.

Execution

Focus, Finish, Move on are the 

three steps in which projects are 

performed. The execution and 

control swap takes places. It is 

not controlling after execution, but 

flow gate enables controlled 

execution. While the changes are 

not completely avoidable, through 

the flow gate, these are 

minimized to a larger extent.

HOW IT WORKS?
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Build for speed - that is what is needed in today's project.

The flow gate mechanism enables just that.

Limitation of the model:

Flow Gate Model may not be a resource optimized model. Yet

given that the stakes of the projects of this day are different,

getting to market fast means a lot compared to some extra

bucks that a business has to spent in those spare resources.

FINAL THOUGHTS



John Robert is a project leadership enthusiast with two

decades of experience in projects, engineering, and

operations. He has significant exposure in large-scale

infrastructure projects and complex research program

management. John is an engineer and MBA by education.

He has 360degree exposure as a consultant, project

manager, leader and contractor, from a simple brick and

mortar projects to ERP implementation to complex

research and development programs.

While many of the project he executed or lead were

successful; he also had his share of failures.

He considers his experience of challenging projects are

more valuable, the projects that have not met the time, cost

and scope targets. Many of them failed in spite of adapting

the best practices of project management. His quest is in

search of a solution to this; you will find this reflected in his

writings.

He can be connected in LinkedIn :

https://www.linkedin.com/in/johnrobertmanuel

https://www.linkedin.com/in/johnrobertmanuel
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