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➢ Focus on Megaprojects – very big projects – and lots of things about that category are special.

➢ What are the drivers for project failure and drivers for project success that are universal?

➢ The author of the book is specialized in big projects, which are big by anyone’s standards. 

➢ Though, big is relative in this case! It’s about ‘’a big thing’’ (a kitchen renovation in your house may 
also be a ‘’big’’ project for you).
✓ Meaning a project that is considered big, complex, ambitious and risky.

➢ Drivers (for projects in all scales):
1. Psychology: involved people in projects think, make judgement and make decisions.
2. Power: there are competition and jockeying in projects, so there is power.

➢ With universal drivers at work, we can expect there to be patterns in how projects of all types 
unfold. Two patterns recognized by the author:

1. Think fast, act slow: a hallmark (‘’kenmerk’’) of failed projects.
2. Think slow, act fast: successful projects tend to follow this pattern.

Introduction
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1) Think slow,  act fast The record of big projects is even worse than it seems. 
But there is a solution: speed up by slowing down.

➢ Megaproject management: to find ‘’honest numbers’’ is not as simple as it should be in theory to judge 
such projects. In practise it is everything but.

➢ On every big project, there are blizzards of numbers generated at different stages by different people.  
Finding the right ones – those that are valid and reliable – takes skills and work.

➢ And it doesn’t help that big projects involve money, reputations and politics.

➢ Those who have much to lose will spin the numbers, so you cannot trust the. That’s not fraud. Or rather, it 
is not usually fraud: it’s human nature.

➢ And with so many numbers to choose form, spinning is a lot easier than finding the truth.

➢ Projects are promised to be completed by a certain time, at a certain cost with certain benefits produced 
as a result – benefits being things as revenues, savings, passengers moved, megawatts of electricity 
generated, etc.

➢ How often do projects deliver as promised?
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1) Think slow,  act fast The record of big projects is even worse than it seems. Bu 
there is a solution: speed up by slowing down.

Results are not limited to any 
country or region; the same 
patters are valid all over the world.

Based on database that 
contains more than 16.000 
projects, from 20+ different 
fields in 136 countries!
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➢ Are the project results distributed as ‘’normal distribution’’?
✓ For example: IT Project results have truly ‘’fat-tail’’ distribution: 18% of projects do have cost overruns of 50%, and 

for those projects the average overrun is 447 % (that is the average in the tail).

➢ Most project outcomes have fat-tails, see next slide (Appendix A of book).

➢ A few project types do not have fat tails. See last chapter: projects with modular construction.
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➢ With normal distributions of project results, the change that project results become very bad is relatively low. 
The more predictable and reliable projects are, the more the outcome will be normal distributed.

➢ For example, building a standard kitchen for a company that has built already many comparable kitchens. 

➢ When project results are  very unpredictable and uncontrolled, the project outcomes are fat-tailed distributed 
and the change for very bad outcome is much higher than for normal distributed. 

➢ We are deeply optimistic species. That makes us an overconfident species.
✓ They are useful for us!

➢ But when we are in a plane, and we hear the pilot say ‘’I’m optimistic about the fuel situation’’ get off 
immediately, because this is neither the place nor the time for optimism. You want a hard-nosed analysis 
from the pilot, that sees reality as clearly as possible.

➢ The same holds for optimism about budgets and schedules for big projects, what are their ‘’fuel readings’’

➢ Unchecked, optimism leads to unrealistic forecasts, poorly defined goals, better options ignored, problems 
not spotted and dealt with, and no contingencies to counteract the inevitable surprise. Optimism routinely 
displaces hard-nosed analysis in big projects, as in so much else people do.
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Only 8.5% of projects in the Oxford database met cost and 
schedule targets while just 0.5% satisfied benefit goals as 
well. Projects with modular construction performed best.

Conclusion: most big projects are not merely (‘’louter”) at risk 
not delivering as promised. Nor are they only at risk of going 
seriously wrong. They are at risk of going disastrously wrong 
because their risk is fat tailed.

Fat tailed does mean that for example outcome overruns of 
several hundred percentages do occur (budget or timing or…). 
Examples of budget overruns of nearby 1.000 % are even 
known of very big projects with enormous budgets,

Nassim Nicholas Taleb famously dubbed low-probability, high 
consequence events as ‘’black swans’’.
Disastrous project outcomes such as these can end careers, sink 
companies, and inflict a variety of other carnage (‘’bloedbad”). 
They definitely qualify as ‘’black swans.
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➢ Data shows that smaller projects outcomes are also fat-tailored.

➢ Moreover, fat tailed distributions are typical within complex systems!

➢ Complex systems are increasingly interdependent systems.

➢ If a project is ambitious and depends on other people and many parts, it is all 
but certain that your project is embedded in a complex system.
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➢ The duration of a project: compare as an open window. The longer the duration, the more open the window, the 
more opportunity for something to crash through and cause trouble, including a big black swan.

➢ What could that black swan be? Almost anything with low probability but high consequence. 

➢ The more time that passes from the decision to do a project to its delivery, the greater the probability it will happen. 

➢ Growing complexity and interdependency – with possibility for non-linear response and amplifications – make such 
probability more likely. 

➢ Solution? Close the window! It cannot be closed completely of course. Shorten the duration of a project! Speed it up 
and/or make the project smaller and reduce risk for ‘’black swans’’.
✓ In sum, keep it short!
✓ Drive and ambition are key to speed up.
✓ Also, haste makes waste! (‘’haastige spoed, is zelden goed’’).

➢ To get a project done as quickly as possible, think of a project as being divided in 2 phases: first planning 
(preparation), second delivery.
✓ Think first, then do! (‘’’n goeie voorbereiding is het halve werk’’). Think slow, act fast!

➢ Planning is relative cheap, delivery is relative expensive (serious money is spent and the project becomes more 
vulnerable as a consequence in that delivery phase).

➢ Projects don’t go wrong, they start wrong.
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2) The commitment fallacy If ‘’Think slow, act fast’’ is the wise approach to big projects, why do so many people do the exact 
opposite? Because they rush to commit. You do need to commit. But not in the way you think

➢ Purposes and goals are not carefully considered. Alternatives are not explored. Difficulties and risks are not 
investigated. Solutions are not found. Instead, shallow analysis is followed by quick lock-in to a decision that 
sweeps aside all the other forms the project should take.

➢ That lock-in for decision may even occur, for most organisations and persons the case, at a point they even past the 
point where they put themselves at more cost or risk than they would have accepted at the start of the project. 
This is followed by action.
✓ The author call such premature lock-in the ‘’commitment fallacy’’ (fallacy means in Dutch: ‘’dwaling, bedrog, bedrieglijkheid, 

misvatting’’).
✓ It is a behavioural bias on par with the other biases identified by behavioural science.
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➢ Why do we often fail to carefully think through with big decisions or big projects:
1. The author calls it ‘’strategic misrepresentation’’, the tendency to deliberately (‘’met opzet’’) and systematically distort or 

misstate information for strategic purposes. 
❖ Example: If you want to win a contract or get a project approved, superficial planning is handy because it glosses over major

challenges, which keeps the estimated cots and time down, which wins contracts and gets projects approved. But as certain as the law 
gravity, challenges ignored during planning will eventually boomerang back as delays and cost overruns during delivery. By then the 

project will be too far along to turn back. Getting to that point of no return is the real goal of ‘’strategic misrepresentations’’. It is 
politics, resulting in failure by design

2. Psychology: as projects get bigger and decisions more cobnsequential, the influence of money and power grows. Powerful 
individuals and organizations make the decision, the number of stakeholders increases, they lobby of their specific interest,
and the name of the game is politics. And the balance shifts from psychology to ‘’strategic misrepresentations.
❖ That said, the common denominator of any projects is that people are making decisions about it. 
❖ And wherever there are people, there are psychology and power.
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➢ One of the basic insights in modern psychology is that quick and intuitive ‘’snap judgments’’ are the default operating 
system of human decision making – ‘’System one’’.  Conscious reasoning is a different system – ‘’System two’’.

➢ A key difference between ‘’System One’’ and ‘’System Two’’ is speed. System One is fast, System 2 is slow; it can get 
involved only after System One delivers. Both systems may be right or wrong.
✓ To generate snap judgment, the brain can’t be overly demanding about information.
✓ Instead, it proceeds on the basis of ‘’WYSIATI’’ (according Kahneman, What You See Is All There Is), meaning judgment, 

assumption that whatever information we have on hand is all the information available to make decisions.
✓ After a quick and intuitive judgment is delivered by System One, we can think about the problem slowly and carefully, if we 

have time, using System Two, the conscious mind and adjust the snap judgment or entirely override it.
✓ But another basic insight of psychology is that when we have  a strong intuitive judgment, we seldom subject it to slow and 

careful critical scrutiny. We just go with it, spontaneous settling for whatever System One decided.
✓ W all know at least when thinking cooly-that strong emotions are not necessarily logical or supported by evidence and are 

therefore an unreliable basis for judgment.
✓ But the intuitive judgments generated by System One are not experienced as emoticons. They simply ‘’feel’’ true. With the 

truth in hand, it seems perfectly reasonable to act on it.
✓ System One is ‘’a machine for jumping to conclusions’’ (according Kahneman).
✓ This is what makes optimisms bias so potent!
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➢ Although decision making by Systems One can fail, it’s important to recognize that quick, intuitive judgment often 
works remarkably well. That is why it is our default.

➢ People ordinarily take the first option that occurs to them and quickly run it through via a mental simulation. If it 
seems to work, they go with that option. If it doesn’t, they search for another and repeat the process. This method 
tends to work well for familiar decisions, especially when there is little time to make them, and it can work 
brilliantly when done by an expert. But in the wrong circumstances, it’s a mistake.

➢ Typical for planning for big projects, it’s not suitable for the quick and intuitive decision making that comes 
naturally to us. But too often we apply it anyway- because it comes naturally to us.

➢ If we are routinely biased towards snap judgments and unrealistic optimism and these methods fail to deliver, we 
will suffer.
➢ Shouldn’t we learn from those painful experiences?
➢ We should indeed. But to do that, we must pay attention to the experience, And unfortunately, too often we don’t.
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‘’Planning Fallacy’’ (fallacy in Dutch: bedrieglijk, bedrog, dwaling, misvatting):
➢ People commonly underestimate the time required to complete complex tasks, even when there is information 

available that suggests that estimate is unreasonable.

Hofstadter’s law:
➢ It always takes longer than you expect, even when you take in account ‘’Hofstadter’s Law’’

Not in the book, added here by myself:

Parkinson’s Law:
➢ "work expands so as to fill the time available for its completion",
➢ The number of workers within public administration, bureaucracy or officialdom tends to grow, regardless of the 

amount of work to be done. This was attributed mainly to two factors: 
1. that officials want subordinates, not rivals,
2. and that officials make work for each other.

In Dutch (see next slide as well): 
➢ De wet van Parkinson is een wet, die stelt dat het werk van een taak uitdijt naar de tijd die beschikbaar is om 

een taak te realiseren.
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De wet van Parkinson is een wet, die stelt dat het werk van een taak uitdijt naar de tijd die 

beschikbaar is om een taak te realiseren: work expands to fill the time available for its completion.

Cyril Northcote Parkinson formuleerde deze op waarneming gebaseerde wet in 1958 in zijn 

boek Parkinson's Law: The Pursuit of Progress. Parkinson stelde vast dat de omvang van het Britse 

imperium afnam terwijl het ambtelijk apparaat van het Britse imperium in omvang toenam. De oorzaak 

hiervan was volgens Parkinson tweeledig:

1. een manager wil, in plaats van meer rivalen, meer ondergeschikten,

2. een manager creëert werk, ze houden elkaar bezig.

Parkinson nam waar dat het aantal mensen in een bureaucratie, onafhankelijk van het werkaanbod, 

met 5-7% per jaar toeneemt zonder dat hiervoor een logische verklaring te vinden was.

De wet van Parkinson is in algemene bewoordingen als volgt te formuleren: de vraag naar iets zal zich 

altijd aanpassen aan de maximale beschikbaarheid ervan.

https://nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cyril_Northcote_Parkinson
https://nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cyril_Northcote_Parkinson
https://nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cyril_Northcote_Parkinson
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https://timemanagement.nl/leren-plannen-en-organiseren/

https://timemanagement.nl/leren-plannen-en-organiseren/
https://timemanagement.nl/leren-plannen-en-organiseren/
https://timemanagement.nl/leren-plannen-en-organiseren/
https://timemanagement.nl/leren-plannen-en-organiseren/
https://timemanagement.nl/leren-plannen-en-organiseren/
https://timemanagement.nl/leren-plannen-en-organiseren/
https://timemanagement.nl/leren-plannen-en-organiseren/
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➢ In general, as people we have preference for doing over talking (‘’gaan doen in plaats van erover praten’’).
✓ ‘’Bias for action’’ (bias in Dutch: neiging, vooroordeel, vooringenomenheid) 
✓ ‘’To see work happening, to have tangible evidence of progress.’’
✓ ‘’Speed matters in business’’

➢ That makes us to want to start too fast: first think, then act (‘’think slow, act fast’’).

➢ ‘’Try something! If it does not work,  reverse it and try something else’’.
✓ That is not always or easy applicable to many decisions in big projects, because they are difficult or expensive to 

reverse that they are effectively irreversible.

➢ Especially when under time pressure, managers and executives perceive planning to be wasted effort. 
✓ Then they prefer to go with the quick flow of availability bias, as opposed to the slow effort of planning.
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➢ ‘’To see work happening, to have tangible evidence of progress.’’
✓ In principle good. Everyone involved should have that mindset.
✓ It become a trouble or risky when we belittle (in Dutch: ‘’kleineren’’) planning as the 

annoying stuff we have to deal with, before we really get going on the project!
✓ Planning is working on the project!
✓ Progress in planning is progress on the project! Most often the most cost-effective 

progress you can achieve.

➢ In politics (example in book for France), there might be a theoretical budget given as the sum of that politically 
has been released to do something. In most cases that does not correspond to anything in technical terms.
✓ Strategic misrepresentation

➢ ‘’If people knew the real cost from start, nothing would ever be approved’’.

➢ ‘’If we gave the true expected outcome of costs, nothing would be built.’’

➢ Why misrepresentation works?
✓ ‘’get shovels in the ground and start digging a hole  so big, there is no alternative to coming up with the money to fill it 

in’’ (Willie Brown).
✓ In theory Browns is not right. In practice he is.
✓ ‘’Lock-in’’ or ‘’escalation of commitment’’
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➢ If ‘’escalation of commitment’’ comes after ‘’commitment fallacy’’, there is over commitment to the second degree.
✓ This typically spells disaster, or at least a result vastly inferior to what could have been achieved with a more thoughtful 

approach!!

➢ Why people spiral downward this way is immensely important question that psychologists, economists, political 
sciences and sociologists have studied for decades.
✓ A 2012, meta-analysis of the literature included 120 citations even after excluding the many non-quantitative analysis. 
✓ Not surprisingly, there is no simple explanation.
✓ But one element that is central to any account is the ‘’sunk cost fallacy’’
✓ ‘’Throwing away the budget already spent.’’

➢ Lesson Learned: Don’t assume you know all there is to know!
✓ If people in your (project) team, make this assumption – which is common – educate them or shift them out of your team.
✓ Don’t let yourself or them draw what appears to be obvious conclusions.
✓ That sort of premature commitment puts you at a risk of missing not only glaring flaws (‘’gebreken’’) but also opportunities 

(‘’kansen’’) that could make your project much better than what you have in mind now.

➢ If you feel the urge to commit – and you probably will – commit to completing that process (exploring the 
flaws and opportunities) before you draw conclusions about your big project.  
✓ Commit to have an open mind; that is commit to not committing.
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3) Think from right to left
Projects are often started by jumping straight to a solution, even a specific technology. That is the 
wrong place to begin. You want to start by asking questions and considering alternatives. At the 
outset, always assume that there is more to learn. Start with the most basic question of all: Why?

➢ ‘’think slow’’  slow isn’t good in itself.
✓ If careful analysis is too narrowly focussed, it won’t reveal fundamental flaws in the plan or gaps, much less correct them.
✓ And by its impressive detail, it might give the false idea than the overall plan is stronger than it is.

➢ Good planning explores, imagines, analyses, tests, simulates and iterates. That takes time.
✓ Thus, slow is a consequence of doing planning right, not a cause.
✓ The cause of good planning is the range and depth of the questions it asks and the imagination and the rigor of the 

answers it delivers.
✓ Unfortunately, projects routinely start with answers, not questions. 
✓ The goal of the project seemed obvious, a given.

➢ Asking questions with open minded desire to learn. That is the opposite of natural inclination (‘’neiging’’)to think 
that What You See Is All There Is (WYSIATI). The fallacy we saw in the previous chapter.
✓ Is you are open to learn and more open minded, you are avoiding the trap of the WYSIATI fallacy.

➢ At the beginning of a project, we need to disrupt the psychology driven dash to a premature conclusion by 
disentangle (“ontrafelen’’) means and ends and thinking carefully about what exactly we want to accomplish.
✓ Why are you doing the project? 
✓ In own words added: ‘’the question behind the question’’ and ‘’5 times why’’ etc.
✓ Explore the Why!

➢ Developing a clear, informed understanding of what the goals is and why – and never losing sight of it from 
beginning to end – is the foundation of a successful project!
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➢ The goal of the project in a planning is the box on the right.
✓ That is where project planning must begin by asking questions and thoughtfully exploring what should go in that box.
✓ Once that is settled, you can shift to considering what should go into the boxes on the left. – that means that will best 

get you to your goal.

➢ That is what the author calls ‘’thinking from right to left’’.

➢ ‘’Backcasting’’ also commonly used.

➢ ‘’Theory of Change’’ is a similar process (often used to seek social changes).

➢ ‘’work backwards’’ is mantra in today’s Silicon Valley (inspired by success of Apple, Steve Jobs)
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➢ The most common way in which thinking from right to left fails is losing sight of the right, the goal

➢ ‘’Work backwards’’ also fails when planners aren’t compelled (‘’gedwongen’’) to nail down what is in the final 
flowchart box on the right and forced to think from right to left.
✓ Without that, it’s easy to get consumed by the blizzard of details and difficulties that arise during the planning of any 

project, while the goal, which was only vaguely understood to begin with, fades from view. Then  the project can veer off 
in unpredictable directions.

✓ Amazon is successful with this approach: working backwards and iterative from short Press Release (PR), document that 
summarizes the new product or service and why it is valuable for customers, versus Frequently Asked Question (FAQ), 
document with more details about costs, functionality, and other concerns. 

✓ ‘’Working backwards from the PR/FAQ’’ via multiple iterations as it is used in Amazon.
✓ ‘’Oprah-speak’’  when Oprah had someone on her show who would say something, Oprah would turn to her audience 

and explain it in very simple way that anyone understood. 
❑ With language like that, flaws can’t be hidden behind jargons and slogans of technical terms.
❑ Thinking is laid bare.
❑ If a thought is fuzzy, ill considered, or illogical, or it is based on unsupported assumptions, a careful reader will see it

➢ Let it the project make happen instead of it happens to the project. 
✓ Then you are in control ☺
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4) Pixar Planning
People are terrible at getting things the first time right. But we are great at tinkering (‘’sleutelen, 
prutsen, opknappen”). Wise planners make the most of this basic insights into human nature. They 
try, learn, and do it again. They plan like Pixar and Frank Gebry do.

➢ Latin word ‘’Experiri’’ means ‘’to try’’, ‘’to test’’, or ‘’to prove’’. 
✓ It is the origin of two wonderful words in English: experiment and experience.

➢ Think of how people typically learn: We tinker. We try this. We try that. We see what works and what doesn’t. We 
iterate, We learn. This is experimentation creating experience. Or to use the phrase of theorists, it is 
‘’experimental learning’’.
✓ We are good at learning by tinkering – which is fortunate, because we are terrible at getting things the first-time-right.
✓ Tinkering sometimes requires tenacity, and it always requires a willingness to learn from failure.
✓ Edison about light bulb invention: ‘’I have not failed ten thousand times. I have successfully found ten thousand times it 

will not work’’.

➢ A good plan (planning) is one that meticulously (‘’zorgvuldig’’) applies experiments or experience. A great plan is one that 
rigorously applies both. A bad plan is one that applies neither experimentation nor experience.

➢ Why iteration works?
1. Iteration frees (‘’vrijmaken, bevrijden’’) people to experiment.
2. The process ensures that literally every part of plan, from the broad strokes to the fine details, is scrutinized (‘’onder de 

loep genomen’’) and tested.
3. An iterative process corrects for a basic cognitive bias that psychologists call the ‘’illusion of explanatory depth’’.
4. Planning is cheap, though not in absolute terms perhaps. 
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➢ The ‘’Minimum Viable Product’’ model (MVP) comes close to the idea of good testing and planning upfront by 
starting a smaller project and learn before trying to make it real big.
✓ When a MVP approach is not possible, try a ‘’Maximum Virtual Product’’.

➢ Once you make a planning as an active, iterative process of trying, learning and trying again, all sort of ways to 
‘’play’’ with ideas, as Gehry and Pixar did very successfully, will suggest themselves.
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5) Are you experienced?
Experience is invaluable. But too often it is overlooked or dismissed for 
other considerations. Or it is simply misunderstood and marginalized. 
Here’s how to avoid that.

➢ The ambition of being the first with something is another way experience get sidelined.
➢ Planners don’t value experience to the extent they should because they commonly suffer yet another 

behavioural bias, ‘’uniqueness bias’’ which means they tend to see their project as unique, one-off ventures 
that have little or nothing to learn form earlier projects. And so, they commonly don’t.  

➢ ‘’First Mover Advantages’’ are mostly overstated.

➢ A ‘’fast follower’’ learns fast from the ‘’first mover’’.

➢ Technology is ‘’frozen experience’’ => to reuse the gained experience of a proven technology. 
✓ Often, we do not see Technology this way.
✓ Too often we assume the newer is better. Risk for being inexperienced!

➢ An experienced leader and/or team of a project, are also influencing the changes for success.
✓ Genuine experts may have ‘’skilled intuition’’ and is very valuable!
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➢ A good plan, a great plan was explained before. 

➢ A best plan  maximises experience and experimentations and is drafted and 
delivered by project Leder and team with ‘’phronesis’’.
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6) So you think your project is unique? Think again. Understanding that your project is ‘’one of those’’ 
is key getting your forecast right and managing your risks.

➢ When delivery fails, efforts to figure out why tend to focus exclusively on delivery-blaming the work not the 
forecast. That’s understandable, but it’s a mistake, because the root cause of why delivery fails often likes outside 
delivery, in forecasting, years before delivery was even begun.

➢ How long will a project take? How much effort will it cost?  Forecasting is critical to any project.

➢ However, even excellent forecasts cannot cope with the rare but disastrous turn of events (e.g. flooding or 
earthquake or epidemy,…)  also known as ‘’black swans’’.
✓ Those call for risk management and risk mitigation, not forecasting.

➢ Forecasting: it’s the estimate, stupid!

➢ In Psychology, the process to create forecasts could be based on ‘’anchoring & adjustments’’.
✓ The estimated starting value / point is the ‘’anchor’’.
✓ Then you slide the figure op or down as seems reasonable, the ‘’adjustment’’.

➢ Basing forecasting on ‘’anchoring and adjustments’’ is 
tricky. As Psychologists have shown in many experiments, 
final estimates made this way are biased towards the 
anchor, so a lower anchor produces a lower estimate 
than a higher anchor point does.
✓ That means the quality of the anchor is critical.
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➢ The ‘’anchor’’ can be influenced by environment or circumstance. 
✓ For example, experiment, a result of a wheel of fortune with numbers between 1 and 100 influences the answer on 

estimate of  a question. In this case the question the percentage of UN members that are Africans.
✓ In case the ‘’wheel’’ provided a high number the estimated percentage was higher than in the examples where the 

‘’wheel’’ provided a low number. And there is not any correlation between ‘’wheel outcome’’ and real percentage.

➢ That makes, you estimate based on experience you have an that ‘’makes your anchor’’. If you write articles in 
newspapers, in estimating writing a book your anchor will be based on writing newspaper articles and might 
be far from realistic. 

➢ Conclusion: to create a successful project estimate, you must get the ‘’anchor’’ right!
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‘’Reference class’’ (based on article 1979 from Kahneman, Nobel Prize Winner in Economic Sciences)
➢ To understand what ‘’reference class’’ is, bear in mind there are tow fundamentally different ways to look at a project:

1. To see it as its own special undertaking. All projects are special to some degree. Even if the project isn’t something wildly
creative as making a Pixar film, going to Mars, fighting a pandemic, even if it’s a mundane (“werelds’’) as remodelling a 
suburban house or as common as building a small bridge, developing a software program, or hosting a conference, at least 
some aspects will be unique in the project. There will always be something that makes this project different from others.
✓ People recognise this, though tend to exaggerate (‘’overdrijven’’) just how unusual their specific project really is.
✓ This is the ‘’uniqueness bias’’

2. A project can be seen as ‘’one of those’’ in a certain category.
✓ For example, e very new Opera House (Sydney) is in the end just an opera house and many items can be compared within that category. 

➢ According Kahneman, two perspectives (bot very valuable, though they are very different as well):
1. ‘’inside view’’ - looking at the individual project in its singularity)
2. ‘’outside view’’ - looking at a project as part of a class of projects, as ‘’one of those’’

➢ Although there is little danger that forecaster will ignore the inside view, overlooking the outside view is routine, 
That’s a fatal error.
✓ To produce a reliable forecast, you need the outside view!!
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➢ ‘’Outside view’’  make use of ‘’Reference Class Forecasting’’ (RCF).
✓ See your project as ‘’one of those’’
✓ Use data from the class – about cost, time, benefits or whatever else you want to forecast – as your ‘’anchor’’.
✓ Then adjust up or down, if necessary, to reflect how your specific project differs from the mean (‘’gemiddelde’’) in the class.

❑ Only if there are clear compelling (‘’niet te stuiten’’) reasons to think that your project will be well above or below the mean.

❑ The more you adjust the more your project is different from the ‘’average project in class’’
❑ Your project feels special, so more and more to be adjusted and feels good. That is a mistake (to much ‘’uniqueness bias talk ing’’). 
❑ Keep the class broadly! Find the data that support to deviate from average in only clear compelling reasons.

❑ When in doubt about adjustment, skip it.
❑ The class mean is the anchor, and the anchor is your forecast.

✓ It’s that simple ☺

➢ The method is proven to be a better forecast technique. Even Daniel Kahneman wrote in Thinking, Fast and Slow 
that using Reference Class Forecasting is ‘’the single most important piece of advice regarding how to increase 
accuracy in forecasting through improved methods’’.

➢ Challenge: Find the Data! (a common challenge)
✓ Old project data are seldom considered a valuable resource and collected.
✓ In part, that is because Project Planners & Project Managers have a mindset focussed on the future, not the past.
✓ But it’s also because those who see value in data have an interest in keeping theirs under wraps. 

❑ For example, home construction companies do not want their homeowners good data on their renovation cost.
❑ That means at least, companies or trade associations, etc., can make their own databases based on old projects.
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➢ For those who do not have access to a database or cannot create, the Reverence Class Forecasting method is still 
useful, you just have to take a rough-and-ready approach to it.
✓ For example, you want to know how long it will take to write a book (because you never did), call some authors, say 20, ask 

them how long it will take. Add the given answers and divide by the quantity authors that answered, and you have an 
average that is your anchor. Then ask yourself if there are good reasons that you can do faster or slower than the anchor 
and adjust to your forecast.

✓ Or see that you can get a percentage of overruns I the class you have your project (for example kitchen renovations), then 
calculate your estimate on the usual way and multiply with the percentage overrun and that is your forecast.
❑ In this way you combine the value of the ‘’inside view’’ (detail calculation) with the value of the ‘’outside view’’ (accuracy).

➢ Of course: The more data available the better. The more accurate the available data is, the better.

➢ Even the data of one completed project are valuable. Obviously, it would be wrong to call that a ‘’reference class’’. 
But it is real world experience. Call it ‘’reference point’’. Then compare it to your planned project and ask, ‘’Is our 
project likely to perform better or worse that this ‘’reference point’’?” The discussion might be surprisingly useful.

➢ The smallest number of data is zero. In the truly rare case in which a project can be accurately described as unique 
– the one and only of it’s kind – that’s how many projects there are in the reference class.
✓ Even in that case, RCF may be useful. 
✓ Better to compare with something than with nothing.
✓ Be creative!
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Regression to the tail
➢ In a normal distribution, there is regression to the mean, meaning that observation in a sample to tend toward the 

mean of the population as more observations are included.
❑ For example, a kitchen builder who has renovated more than 100 comparable kitchens he will have reliable value of the 

renovation projects.
❑ When they renovate an unusual kitchen, it is likely that the next one, other things being equal, will be closer to the mean and 

therefore cheaper.

➢ When you are dealing with a normal distribution, it is fine to use the mean cost in a reference class forecast.

➢ Though for big (complex) projects, only minority are normally distributed. The majority (rest) have fat-tailed 
distributions and have more extreme outcomes in the tails of their distributions.

➢ With fat-tailed distributions, the mean are not representative of the distribution and therefor is not a good estimate 
for forecast.

➢ For the most fat-tailed distributions there isn’t even a stable mean that you can expect outcomes to cluster around 
because an even more extreme outcome can (and will) come along and push the mean further out, into the tail 
toward infinity.
✓ So instead of ‘’regression to the mean’’ you will get ‘’regression to the tail’’.
✓ In that situation, relying on the mean and assuming that your results will be close to it is a dangerous mistake!
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➢ What does explanation of previous slide mean in practice:
➢ Ideally, you want to know whether you are facing a fat-tailed distribution or not.
➢ But most likely you may not know upfront.
➢ In that case, you are better off using the average – or using imagination – than using nothing!
➢ But following the precautionary principle, you should also err (‘’afdwalen’’) on the side of caution and assume that your 

project is part of fat-tailed distribution, because it is much more likely to be the case than not.
➢ That means you should assume that your project has at least some risk of not merely finishing a little late or a little over 

budget; it may go hay-wire (‘’op hol slaan’’) and end very badly. To protect yourself against that, you need to mitigate risk.
✓ If you expect it is normal or near normal distributed (find the evidence!) there is about 50% risk for cost overrun and therefore add 

10 ... 15 percent contingency (reserve) budget and you are done. 

✓ If you expect fat-tailored distribution, shift your mindset form forecasting a single outcome (the project will cost ‘’x’’) to forecasting 
risk (the project is ‘’x’’ percent likely to cost more than ‘’y’’, using the full range of the distribution.

✓ In a typical fat tailed distribution in project management, about 80 percent of the outcomes will make up the body of the 

distribution. That is pretty normal, nothing really scary there. For that portion of distribution, you can protect yourself the usual way 
with affordable contingencies that will fit into a budget.
❑ But the tail outcomes – the black swans – cover about 20% of the distribution.

❑ That means a 20% percent change of ending up in the tail, which is too much for organisations. 
❑ Contingencies might have to be 300, 400, or 500 percent over the average cost – or 700% as was the case for the Montreal 

Olympics . That is prohibitive (‘’onbetaalbaar’’).

❑ What you can do about the tail? Cut it off!! You can do that with risk mitigation (hereafter called ‘’black swan management’’)
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Black swan management
➢ Some tails are simple to cut off. Tsunamis are fat-tailed, but if you build well inland or erect high enough 

seawall, you will eliminate the risk.

➢ For big projects, black swan management typically requires a combination of measures.
✓ The ‘’Think slow, act fast’’ way of work with exhaustive planning that enables shift delivery will ‘’narrow the time 

window that swans can crash through’’ and is an effective means of mitigating risks.
✓ Finishing, is the ultimate form of black swan prevention; after a project is done, it can’t blow up, at least not as 

regards delivery.
✓ The critical next step is to stop thinking of black swans the way most people do. They are not bolt-from-the blue-

freak (uit het niets, complete verrassing) accidents that are impossible to understand or prevent. They can be 
studied. And mitigated! 

➢ In this complex world, we can and must move the probabilities in our favour, but we can never achieve 
certainty. Good risk managers know this in their bones and are prepared for it!
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7) Can ignorance be your friend? Planning ruins projects, some say. Just get going! Trust your ingenuity! 
It’s a wonderful sentiment backed by superb stories. But is it true?

➢ There are good examples where creativity and ‘’just do it’’ approach became very successfully, e.g. Apple. Albert O. 
Hirschman was a renowned economist at Colombia University wrote an essay that has been influential ever since. 

➢ Hirschman argued that planning is a bad idea. ‘’Creativity always comes as a surprise to us,’’ he wrote. ‘’Therefore , 
we can never count on it and we dare not believe in it until it has happened”. 
✓ But if we know that big projects pose big challenges that can be overcome only by creativity and we don’t trust creativity to

deliver its magic when we need it, why would anyone launch a big project?
✓ They shouldn’t. Yet they do. 
✓ For that, Hirschman argued, we must thank ignorance; it’s our friend in getting project started. He called it ‘’providential 

ignorance’’.

➢ When we ponder (‘’overdenken, overpeinzen’’) a big project, Hirschman observed, we routinely fail to see the 
number and severity (‘’ernst, hevigheid’’) of the challenges the project will pose. This ignorance makes us too 
optimistic. And that’s a good thing, according to Hirschman. ‘’Since we necessarily underestimate our creativity’’, 
he wrote, ‘’it is desirable that we underestimate to a roughly similar extent the difficulties of the tasks we face, so 
as to be tricked by these two offsetting underestimates into undertaking tasks which we can, but otherwise would 
not dare, tackle’’.

➢ In Hirschman’s view, people ‘typically’’ underestimate the cost and difficulties of big projects, leading to budget 
overruns and blown schedules. But these negatives are dwarfed (‘’verkleind’’) by the project’s larger that expected 
benefits. He suggested a name for this principle: “Since we are apparently on the trail here of some sort of Invisible 
or Hidden Hand that beneficially hides difficulties from us, I propose the ‘’Hiding hand’’
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➢ Hirschman provided only a handful of different examples of success gained by this approach. For example the 
movie Jaws. The script was crap, weather was uncooperative, the created mechanical Shark malfunctioned., 
looked goofy and not scary. That drove Spielberg to the edge and brought creativity because he focussed to the 
people and the terror in the water for most of the movie, which turned out much scarier than any image of the 
shark. The movie was an enormous hit and a masterpiece of suspense.

➢ Hirschman not gathered much data, he had only 11 case studies. Not enough to make clear ‘’patterns’’’ n what 
he claimed as ‘’general principle’’ or ‘’typical’’.

➢ Risk for ‘’Survivorship bias’’ here. It is not enough reliable data to draw ‘’general conclusions’’.
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➢ For people as CEOs and venture capitalist – and even governments- what matters isn’t the performance of 
any one project but a whole portfolio of projects performs. 
✓ For them it may be fine to take losses on 80 percent of projects as long as the gains of the 20% of projects that deliver 

Hirschman’s happy ending are so big that they more than compensate for the losses.
✓ According data of the author of this book, based on his gathered data, the results were equally clear: losses far exceed 

gains. Whether it’s the average project or a portfolio of projects.  Hirschman’s argument just doesn’t hold up.

➢ A 2010 meta-analysis of seventy-six studies found that stress is particularly corrosive in 2 circumstances:
1. When we feel that the situation is mostly beyond our control.
2. When we feel that others are judging our competence.

➢ So, a project in trouble is exactly the sort of situation in which we can expect stress to hamper creativity!

➢ Imaginative leaps (‘’springen’’) belong in planning, not delivery. When stakes and stress are low, we are freer 
(‘’vrijer’’) to wonder, try and experiment. Planning is creativity’s natural habitat!

➢ Via serendipity (‘’toevalstreffer’’) you can leap with a goof success story according Hirschman’s story. 
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8)  A single, determined organism
As important as it is to do the slow thinking that produces excellent planning and 
forecasting, acting fast in delivery takes more than a strong plan; you need an 
equally strong team. How are divers people and organizations with different 
identities and interests turned into a single ‘’us’’ – a team- with everyone rowing 
in the same direction: toward delivery? 

➢ The word deadline comes from the American Civil war, when the prison camps set boundaries and any prisoner who 
crossed a line was shot. 

➢ We perform at our best when we feen united, empowered, and mutually committed to accomplish something 
worthwhile. 
✓ Most psychological and organisational research tells us so.
✓ It’s also common sense.
✓ There is a word to describe a group of people who feel that way: they are a team.
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9) What is your Lego?
Get a small thing, a basic building block. Combine it with another until you have what you need. 
That is how a single solar cell becomes a solar panel, which become a solar array, which becomes 
a massive megawatt- churning solar farm.
Modularity delivers faster, cheaper and better, making it valuable for all project types and sizes. 
But for building at a truly huge scale – the scale that transforms cities, countries, even the world 
– modularity is not just valuable, it’s indispensable (‘’onmisbaar, noodzakelijk’’)

➢ Complex bespokeness alone (‘’op maat gemaakt’’) makes huge project hard to deliver:
1. First, there is little or no experimentation (the one half of ‘’expiriri’’)
2. Second, there is little or no t no experience (the other half of ‘’expiriri’’) 
3. Third, there is the financial strain (to earn money back only when project is successfully delivered).
4. Finally, don’t forget the ‘’black swans’’. All projects are vulnerable to unpredictable shocks, with their vulnerability growing a 

stime passes.

➢ So, with little or no experimentation and little or no experience , makes exactly first-time right delivery very difficult or 
almost impossible.

➢ ‘’Negative learning’’ might happen as Operation experts call it, the more you learn the more difficult and costly it gets.

➢ Modularity is a clunky (‘’onhandig, klunzig’’) word for the elegant idea of big things made from small things.

➢ The core of modularity is repetition.

➢ Repetition is the genius of modularity, it enables experimentation.

➢ Repetition also generates experience, making your performance better. This is called ‘’positive learning’’.

➢ Cars are extremely modular. 
✓ Even very expensive cars are assembled Lego style
✓ Fully possible for the words, modular, beautiful and high quality.
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➢ Magic of scale-free scalability:
✓ Scale free => numbers can be scaled up or down as much as you like, without changing the character of the whole
✓ Similarly, as behaviour  flock of sparlings (‘’kudde spreeuwen’’) and does not matter wether is are 50, 500 or 5.000 sparlings.
✓ The mathematician Benoit Mandelbrot, who first laid out the science of scale-fee scalability, called this attribute ‘’fractal’’.
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A chart with all project types arranged by how ‘’fat-tailed’’ they are in terms of cost – meaning how much they are in 
danger of extreme cost overruns that destroy project and careers, blow up corporations, and humiliate governments.

Modular examples

Classic ‘’one huge 
thing’’ projects

Example, in future Small Modular 

Reactors (SMR’s) might bring 
better scalable nuclear plants.

So modular is faster, 
cheaper and less risky
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11 heuristics for better project leadership (1/2):
1. Hire a master builder

✓ Getting a master builder with all required ‘’phronesis” as is needed to make the project happen.

2. Get your team right
✓ Give a good idea to a mediocre (‘’middelmatig’’) team and they will screw up.
✓ Give a mediocre idea to a great team, and they will fix it or come up with something better.

3. Ask ‘’why?’’
✓ ‘’Check constantly by asking whether present actions effectively contribute to the results on the right.’’

✓ Asking why you are doing your project will focus you on what matters, your ultimate purpose, and your results!  (the right spot in 
your project chart).

4. Build with Lego
✓ Big is best build from small. Build with basic building blocks (modularity).

5. Think slow, act fast
✓ What’s the worst that can happen during ‘’planning’’?
✓ What’s the worst that can happen during ‘’delivery’’?
✓ ‘’Planning’’ is relatively cheap and safe, ‘’delivery’’ is expensive and dangerous.

6. Take the outside view
✓ Your project is special, but unless you are doing what is literally never done before – building a time machine, engineering a black 

hole – it is not unique; it is part of a larger class of projects.
✓ Think of your project as ‘’one of those’’, gather data and information, and learn form all the experience those numbers repre sent 

by making ‘’reference class forecasts’’. Use the same focus to spot and mitigate risks.
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11 heuristics for better project leadership (2/2):
7. Watch your downside

✓ It is often said that opportunity is as impo’rtant as risk. That is false! Risks can kill your project. No upside can compensate for that.

✓ A fat tailed risk, which is present in most projects, forget about forecasting risks; go directly to mitigation by spotting and 
eliminating dangers.

✓ Successful Project Leaders focus on not losing, every day, while keeping a keen eye on the prize, the gaol they are achieving .

8. Say no and walk away
✓ Staying focussed is essential for getting projects done. 
✓ Saying no is essential for staying focussed.
✓ Does an action contribute to achieving the goal in the box on the right? If not, say no and skip it. Say no to ‘’untested technology; 

to lawsuits; etc.

9. Make friends and keep them friendly
✓ Cultivate the understanding and support of Stakeholders (even if it requires much of your time).
✓ It’s risk management!  If something goes wrong, the project’s fate depends on the strength of those relationships.

✓ And when it goes wrong, it is too late to start developing and cultivating them. ‘’Build your bridges before you need them.’’

10. Build climate mitigation in your project 
✓ No task is more urgent today than mitigating the climate crises – not only for the common good but for your organization, for 

yourself, and your family

11. Know that your biggest risk is you
✓ It’s tempting (‘’verleidelijk’’) to think that project fail because the world throws surprises at us: price and scope changes, accidents, 

weather, new management – the list goes on.
✓ But this is shallow thinking. It is you that should be keen on everything (also behavioural biases), and act accordingly on what is 

required. That is true for every one of us and every project.
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