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Developing Major Projects

A new formula for success.
It has been widely reported that
‘mega projects’ worth in excess
of $1 billion have a failure rate of
65% while major projects worth
less than $500 million have a
failure rate of 35%.1

Failure is defined as:
Running over time by 50%;
Going over budget by 25%; or
 aving significant operational problems
H
into the second year of operation.    
At the major or ‘mega’ project level, these are
catastrophic outcomes.

Why do projects fail?
Projects generally fail due to inadequacies in project
definition, project structure, project communication
and management competency. These are not new
ideas and in response the industry has previously
turned to alliance models aimed at avoiding the
conflicts associated with accelerating delivery.
Unfortunately, this has not been the panacea.
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The other fundamental question associated with
‘mega project’ success is what level of confidence
is there that they will meet forecast needs in
10-20 years, given their typical decade long delivery
programs and the paradigm shifts occurring in
society due to the influence of megatrends.

The key elements that set the foundations
for project success are:
1. C
 lear definition of the project vision and rigorous
testing of the assumptions underlying the vision
2.	Clear definition of the project scope, risks
and opportunities
3. A
 project delivery plan that matches procurement
to project definition and risk; provides clarity in
the communication of the project definition; and
establishes a framework for high performance
outcomes from a multi-disciplinary project team
and key stakeholders.
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A new formula for success.
Test the project vision:
The influence of megatrends

The key global megatrends
for projects

Match information to procurement
and risk project definition

Megatrends are large scale, sustained changes in society,
technology, macro-economics, environment or political
landscapes that influence our cultures, economy, business
or personal lives and thereby define our future world.

There are hundreds, possibly thousands, of global
megatrends in various stages of maturity. In the
context of a STEEP analysis, some of the more
dominant trends include:

The study of megatrends is important in long term forecasting as
today’s project decisions affect project success on a 10-20 year
horizon. In testing the project vision, megatrend analysis can be
used as part of a STEEP or PESTLE analysis that addresses the key
forecasts of social, technological, economic, environmental, political
and legal trends over the known project horizon.

Social

With a clear project vision, the project now needs to be
defined and decisions made on who will assume the
delivery and performance risk. The more complex the
project, the more difficult the task of accurately designing
and defining the project. ‘Mega projects’ often also
include proprietary elements that can’t be designed
and co-ordinated until the head contractor or specialist
subcontractor has been appointed.

The inter-relationship of megatrends is complex and trends rise and
recede depending on the influence of other trends. Our research
through Thinc Beyond seeks to map and track these trends and apply
this thinking to our application of project foresight techniques.

Growing world population
Ageing western societies
Increased urbanisation
Rising middle class in developing world

Technological
Global connectivity
Diffusion of technology

Megatrends map

Invisible internet

Megatrend analysis tends to suffer from
information overload and a key aspect
of this approach is the distillation of
the trends and their inter-relationship
in the context of a particular project.

Pace of innovation (expediential growth)

Economic 		
Demise of the Natural
Disruption of Biospheric Equilibrium

Increase in hot days
Rise in sea levels

Ecosystem Degradation

Disease Mutations

Weakening of the genetic pool

Techno Darwinism

Gaming

Tree & Sea Change

Telepresence

Overwhelmed

Telemedicine

Convenience Rules

Multiculturalism

BRIC Growth

New Drivers for Ethics

Collaborative Methodology
Demand for Transparency

Networked
Social Networking

Deinstitutionalisation
of Government

CSR

Rise of Isocracy

Rise of Ying

Social Acitivism

Democratisation

Mass Individualisation
Meaningfulness

Wellness

CAM
E-Commerce

Rise of the
Prosumer

Open Source

'Greener People'

Rise of Global Consciousness

Alternative Currencies

Creative Commons
Social Innovation

Industrialisation

ReMything

Tribing

Involuntary Transparency

Integrated Workplace

Distributed Facility

Work-Life Convergence

Increased
Cultural
Diversity

Cocooning

On the Move

Emergence of
Mega Brands

Convergence
Attempts at Global Governance

Extremism
Local

Nostalgia
Refugees

Every Eyeball

Monoculture

Globalisation

Slow & Personal

Obesity

Converging of Sciences

Faceless

Increase in Social Disparity

Quick Fix

The Plugged In
Society

Technological Convergence

Alternative Measures of Progress

Isolation

Anxiety

Abstraction
Design-It

Virtual Worlds

Debt

Madhatter

Real Timing

Cloud Computing

Rise in Resource Prices

Polarisation

Rise in Allergies

Cyber Crime

Biomimicry

Intergenerational Vulnerability

Mob
Rise of the Growsumer

Dropping thresholds
of immunisation.

2. Identify the project complexities and constraints

Export growth and transport logistics

3. Identify the key project risks and risk tolerance

Energy demands
Resource depletion

Cat Years

Big Brother

Nano World

Growth of Carbon Markets

Green Market Growth

Peak Oil

Disruption of Food Chains

Body Upgrade

Rise in Invasive Species

Rapid Increase in
Technological
Capacity

Urbanisation

Population Growth

Restart

Resource Depletion

We recommend adopting the following robust
four-step approach to procurement analysis:

Rise of the BRIC economies

    Climate change

Industrial Ecology

We advise adopting a strategic approach to procurement analysis
and risk management to identify the issues and provide solutions
that deliver outcomes commensurate with the appetite for risk.

1. Understand and define the key project objectives

Climate

Greater Water Scarcity

Increasing Footprint

Hyperimmunity

Cures for life

Migration of Disease

Pollution

Medical Cures

We are finding there is a move away from alliance contracting
back to ‘hard dollar’ contracting that shifts design responsibility
back to the client group. The capacity of clients, management
teams and design teams to handle this shift is yet to be tested and
understandably there may be a lack of recent experience in the
client teams.  

Globalisation

Environmental

Accumulation of
Synthetic
Materials

Biodiversity Loss

Increase in
Natural disasters

Aging Population

Anthropological drivers take over

Climate Change

Outstripping Natural Limits

Pervasiveness

Changing demographics

Political

Globalisation
Fall of Rome
Global knowledge base
Global culture

The distillation, analysis and adaptation of these trends within
a given project context provides the opportunity to explore the
opportunities and implications of a range of project scenarios
and possible futures.

This should be undertaken as part of a three phase
Project Foresight strategy that ultimately informs
the project definition:

4. D
 etermine a procurement strategy that aligns risks
and responsibilities
The risk analysis phase of the procurement study is the key to
successful project definition. It also sets the framework for the
delivery of risk management throughout the course of the project
and as such remains a dynamic process.

The key elements of risk analysis in the project
definition phase include:
1. Identifying risk sources
2. D
 eveloping response strategies –
making the intolerable tolerable
3. Implementing mitigation options
4. Continual review and control
Incorporating this understanding into the procurement strategy
ensures the appropriate marriage of risk and responsibility.

1. The situation analysis
2. The opportunity and risk analysis
3. Project response strategy  

You

Liberalisation
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A new formula for success.
Plan for success:
People make projects

Conclusion

The best-defined and structured project relies on the
efforts of a multi-disciplinary team of professionals and
contractors to work together seamlessly to deliver unique
outcomes in a high-pressure environment. These are made
up of organisations of different cultures and competing
economic frameworks with significant legal responsibilities
and liabilities. This is, typically, not an environment that
engenders trust, teamwork and co-operation.

The successful delivery of ‘mega projects’ is the exception
and not the norm. Contemporary wisdom points to the
systematic failure to adequately structure and define the
project in the initiation phase leading to the manifestation
of significant risk in the delivery phase.

Often, it is just assumed that the professionals will get on with
the job in the best interests of the project. In reality, outstanding
performance can only be achieved with shared understanding,
values and objectives. An often forgotten key ingredient to major
project success is investing in the creation of a high performance
team environment.

The essential characteristics of a high performance
team environment are:
 larity – A clear understanding of the common purpose,
C
goals and direction of the project thereby establishing a
‘road map’ for project team success
	Culture – An embedded value system of integrity, trust,
support, honesty and commitment
	Alignment – The interests of all team members are
aligned and focused in the same direction
We recommend adopting a structured approach to manage
relationship risks and create high performing teams.
The plan should be grounded in project reality, with a
scope, schedule, budget, defined objectives, risks and key
performance indicators (KPIs).

We suggest a simple but robust four point plan:
	Plan for success – create a project vision and agree
objectives; define roles and responsibilities; create governance
and decision-making structures; identify the cultures & values of
your team; and define the most appropriate procurement model.

We need to overcome our industry’s obsession with mobilising
tangible physical delivery as early as possible at the expense
of considered and structured project initiation.

The five steps for mega project success are:
1. T
 he validation of the vision for the project in the context
of megatrends over the project horizon
2. T
 he implementation of comprehensive risk analysis and
management strategies from the earliest stages of the project
3.	Analysis and selection of the appropriate procurement
strategy that reflects the risk appetite and tolerance of the key
stakeholders and informs the project definition
4.	Rigorous management, analysis and documentation of the
project definition providing clarity and certainty in project scope
and understanding of the risks and implications of areas of poor
scope definition
5. T
 he adoption and implementation of high performance team
development principles to provide clarity, culture and alignment
of project teams in the delivery of project objectives.
Ultimately, the core decision to adopt these strategies sits
with the project sponsor. The failure rate of ‘mega projects’ is
certainly a compelling argument that something has to change.
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	Team building/development – undertake a planned,
risk-based, collaborative approach to preparing a relationship
management plan that identifies relational risks. Build and
agree processes around different leadership abilities and
communication styles within the team.
	Coaching & control – follow a structured process to ensure
performance is measured against the relationship management
plan KPIs. Use coaching to maintain team motivation, promote
effective communication and to eradicate inappropriate
behaviours, such as intimidation.
	Close out – conduct a ‘lessons learned’ workshop to assess
the team’s performance; evaluate the processes followed;
identify positive and negative attributes and implement an
action plan to improve future project performance.
Communication, effective relationships and team work have a
major impact on project success and they can be quantified,
qualified, monitored and controlled, just like any other risk.

Thinc is a leading, independent management consultancy,
specialising in projects. We operate across the health,
infrastructure, private, social infrastructure and resources sectors.
At any given point Thinc will be providing advisory and delivery
services on projects ranging in value from a few million dollars
to several billion dollars. Active across Australia and Asia-Pacific,
we aspire to make a difference economically, socially and
environmentally. For more information, visit www.thinc.com.au
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