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The recent headlines paint a stark picture: HS2, a flagship infrastructure project in the UK, plagued by
escalating costs and relentless delays; NEOM, Saudi Arabia’s ambitious futuristic city, reportedly faltering
and scaling back its grand vision. These aren’t isolated incidents. They are symptomatic of a deeper,
unsettling trend in the world of project management – a systemic vulnerability within the very mechanisms
designed to deliver our most complex and impactful endeavors. As high-profile projects increasingly derail,
the project management industry faces a critical inflection point. The time for introspection and radical
change is now.

For too long, the narrative around project success has been dominated by the triumvirate of “on time, on
budget, on scope.” While these metrics remain crucial, the sheer scale and complexity of today’s
megaprojects demand a more nuanced and resilient approach. The failures of HS2 and NEOM underscore a
critical flaw: an overreliance on linear, predictable planning in environments that are inherently volatile,
uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA).

The Anatomy of Derailment: Beyond the Usual Suspects
While “scope creep,” “inadequate risk management,” and “poor communication” are frequently cited
culprits in project failures, the scale of current setbacks suggests a more fundamental breakdown.
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Unrealistic Ambition & Political Myopia: Both HS2 and NEOM, at their inception, were
characterized by audacious visions. While visionary leadership is vital, it must be tempered by rigorous,
independent feasibility assessments and a clear-eyed understanding of the inherent complexities.
Political expediency often overrides practical realities, leading to rushed timelines, insufficient
contingency, and a “gold-plating” culture where ambition trumps deliverability. The HS2 case, with its
evolving political priorities and premature construction without finalized designs, is a classic example of
this.
Contracting Models that Incentivize Failure: Reports on HS2 highlight a “cost-plus” contracting
model that, in essence, rewarded contractors regardless of overruns. This perverse incentive structure
fosters a lack of accountability and undermines budgetary discipline. Future megaprojects must move
towards performance-based contracts that align the incentives of all parties with successful project
delivery.
Insufficient Capabilities and Governance Gaps: The sheer scale of megaprojects demands an
equally mega-level of expertise in execution and oversight. The challenges faced by HS2 Ltd, including
a “lean client model” that proved inadequate and capability gaps in commercial and technical
expertise, demonstrate a critical failure in internal governance. Organizations undertaking such
ventures must invest heavily in building robust internal project management capabilities, not merely
outsourcing accountability.
The Illusion of Predictability: The traditional project management paradigm often presumes a
degree of predictability that simply doesn’t exist in megaprojects. External shocks (global pandemics,
geopolitical shifts, inflation) and internal unknowns (technological hurdles, unforeseen ground
conditions) are inevitable. The current methodologies, while valuable for smaller, more contained
projects, often struggle to adapt to these fluid realities.

Countering the Negative Outcomes: A Paradigm Shift for
Project Management
To prevent a future littered with more high-profile wreckage, the project management industry must
embrace a paradigm shift.

Embrace Adaptive and Hybrid Methodologies, Even for Giants: The PMI’s “Pulse of the1.
Profession 2024” report indicates a clear trend towards agile and hybrid approaches. While a pure Agile
sprint might not be suitable for a multi-decade infrastructure project, the principles of adaptability,
iterative planning, continuous feedback, and empowered teams are crucial. This means:

Phased Delivery & Incremental Value: Breaking down colossal projects into smaller, manageable
phases, each delivering tangible value, reduces risk and allows for course correction.
Dynamic Planning & Rolling Forecasts: Moving away from rigid, upfront plans to more dynamic,
rolling forecasts that incorporate real-time data and allow for regular re-baselining.



Scenario Planning & Robust Contingency: Proactively identifying and planning for multiple
potential futures, with significant financial and temporal contingencies built into initial estimates, rather
than as an afterthought.

Strengthen Governance and Accountability at the Highest Levels: The responsibility for2.
megaproject success extends far beyond the project manager.

Engaged Executive Sponsorship: Active, informed, and consistent executive sponsorship is
paramount. Sponsors must understand the project’s true complexities, advocate for realistic resources,
and provide clear strategic direction. Their role is not merely ceremonial; it is deeply operational and
risk-averse.
Independent Oversight and Review: Establishing independent bodies with the authority to
challenge assumptions, scrutinize plans, and provide objective assessments can act as a vital
safeguard against unchecked optimism and political pressure.
Culture of Transparency and Candor: Creating an organizational culture where bad news travels
fast and honest assessments are rewarded, not punished, is critical. This requires leaders to foster an
environment of psychological safety where project managers feel empowered to report challenges
without fear of reprisal.

Invest in “Future-Fit” Project Professionals: The skills required for successful project3.
management are evolving rapidly.

Beyond Technical Acumen: While technical expertise remains foundational, “soft skills” – leadership,
communication, negotiation, conflict resolution, emotional intelligence – are increasingly vital. Project
managers must be adept at managing diverse stakeholders, navigating political landscapes, and
inspiring cross-functional teams.
Data Literacy and AI Integration: The future of project management is undeniably data-driven.
Project managers need to understand how to leverage data analytics, predictive modeling, and even
generative AI tools to make informed decisions, optimize resources, and anticipate potential issues.
Resilience and Adaptability: In a world of constant change, project professionals must be inherently
resilient, able to pivot quickly, and comfortable with ambiguity. Lifelong learning and continuous
upskilling are not optional; they are imperative for survival and success.

The Executive Imperative: Can Improved Training Be the



Answer?
The question of whether improved training, particularly at the executive level, can be the answer to
improving project outcomes is a resounding “yes,” but with a critical caveat: it’s not the answer, but a vital
and often overlooked component of a multi-faceted solution.

Executive-level training in project management is not about teaching senior leaders how to use Gantt
charts. Instead, it’s about:

Fostering Project-Savvy Leadership: Equipping executives with a deeper understanding of project
lifecycle complexities, realistic risk assessment, and the levers that truly drive project success. This
includes understanding the impact of their strategic decisions on project execution and recognizing the
early warning signs of distress.
Promoting Strategic Alignment: Training executives to articulate clear, stable project objectives
that are genuinely aligned with organizational strategy, and to resist the temptation for constant,
unmanaged scope changes.
Championing Effective Governance: Educating leaders on best practices for project governance,
including the establishment of clear roles, responsibilities, and robust oversight mechanisms.
Cultivating a Project-Centric Culture: Empowering executives to champion a culture that values
project management as a strategic capability, not just a tactical function. This involves recognizing and
rewarding project success, fostering collaboration, and investing in the development of project
professionals across the organization.

The current trajectory of megaproject failures serves as a powerful, if painful, wake-up call. The project
management industry stands at a crossroads. By learning from the delays of HS2 and the recalibrations of
NEOM, by embracing adaptive methodologies, fortifying governance, and strategically investing in the
capabilities of both project professionals and their executive sponsors, we can begin to counter these
negative outcomes. Only then can we truly fulfill the promise of project management as the engine of
progress and deliver on the ambitions that drive our future. The stakes, clearly, have never been higher.

Curious to learn how your organization’s leadership can cultivate the strategic foresight and adaptive
capabilities needed to navigate today’s complex project landscape? Project Management Global is proud to
partner with Warwick Business School (WBS), a world-leading business school renowned for its cutting-
edge research and impactful executive education.

WBS offers a range of programs designed to equip senior leaders and aspiring executives with the
nuanced understanding and practical skills essential for driving successful project and program outcomes.
Their executive education portfolio focuses on cultivating a strategic mindset, enhancing decision-making
in uncertain environments, and fostering a culture of innovation and resilience.

Explore how Warwick Business School’s executive programs can empower your leadership team to
become “Change Makers” and build a future of project success:
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Visit the Warwick Business School Executive Education website: Discover their comprehensive suite of
open programs and custom solutions tailored to organizational needs.

Learn about their Executive MBA: Understand how this program can equip experienced professionals with
the strategic leadership skills and vision to make an immediate impact on their organizations and projects.

Engage with their thought leadership: Access insights from WBS’s world-class faculty on topics such as
leadership in complex environments, behavioural science in practice, and strategic organizational change.

By investing in executive-level project management training, you’re not just upskilling individuals; you’re
building a more robust, adaptable, and ultimately, more successful organization ready to tackle the
megaprojects of tomorrow.


