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Current project management methodologies tout the “earned 

vs burned” means of measurement as a way of understanding 

your project’s overall health. But there seems to be some level 

of confusion around what this concept means, and how it can 

be used most effectively. Today we’ll try to clear up some of 

that confusion and also provide some real-world best practices 

for spotting potential project trends that may need to be 

course corrected.

What is Earned vs Burned?

Earned vs burned is simply the comparison of how much work 

(measured either in costs or labor-hours, aka “man-hours”) has 

been earned, and how much has been spent, or burned, to get 

that work done. Let’s take a simple example. Say we’ve been 

hired to install fencing along a roadway, and we’ve measured 

that there are 3,000 Linear Feet (LF) of fencing to be installed. 

We’ve also estimated that we can install 100 feet per day. 

Our estimate for the work is therefore based on the following 

assumptions:

 » Installing 3,000 LF of fencing

 » With two carpenters, each making $35 per hour, expected to 

perform the work

 » This will take 30 days: 3,000 LF @100 LF per day. (For this 

example, we won’t be expecting to work any overtime, and 

we will assume that any materials will be supplied by the 

project owner just for the sake of simplicity.)

 » Which gives us a total budget of 480 labor-hours (Two 

carpenters x 8 hours per day x 30 days), and a cost budget 

of $16,800 (480 labor-hours at $35 per hour).
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and have our two carpenters there for the 8-hour duration. The 

“burned” element of our equation should be pretty straight-

forward: We “burned” 16 labor-hours at a cost of $35 per hour, 

or $560.

But what about the “earned” component of our equation? Well, 

since we installed 80 feet and based on our total of 3,000 feet, 

we have completed 2.67% of the work. We have now “earned” 

2.67% of our budgets for costs and hours.
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