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ABOUT THIS DOCUMENT
Historically, the majority of significant government projects  have not delivered expected benefits  within 
the original t ime and cost expectat ions.  This failure comes with last ing negative impacts to our 
communit ies: unfunded debt that must be carried forward; assets that must be abandoned; and 
unanticipated operat ing and maintenance expenses are just a few such examples.  

Government 's  highly visible and expected  struggles with  project implementat ion undermines public 
confidence that local, state, or federal agencies can be counted on  to secure public health, safety, and 
welfare through the responsible stewardship of taxpayer funds.  This has the unanticipated consequence 
of making it  even harder to accomplish government object ives in the future; ushering an ever expanding 
death spiral that benefits no one.  

This document provides context for why  many government agencies struggle to  get projects underway 
init ially, or to complete projects that meet target expectat ions.  It  is part  of a series published by Clean 
Energy Delivery.  Other publicat ions in the series provide a framework for how projects can  overcome 
such entrenched barriers to success. This document contains the following three sect ions:
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1. WHY PROJECTS FAIL TO LAUNCH

How many potent ially life- and community-altering ideas have been left  on the scrap heap of good 
intent ions?  Ideas are a dime a dozen.   What is crit ical is the ability to actualize  the idea.  To 
successfully navigate the complex  environments in which we work, we must both understand the 
drivers that push us forward, as well as the constraints that keep us from gett ing there.

2. WHY LAUNCHED PROJECTS FAIL

If you have had the experience of bringing a new project into the world, you know that simply 
launching is not enough.  Did you get the project done in the expected t ime-frame and at the 
expected costs?  Will the planned benefits come to fruit ion?  While some organizat ions are able to 
consistent ly achieve, or even exceed planned results, far too many fall considerably short .  We will 
provide some context so you can see in what ways you are not alone.

3. THE PROJECT PYRAMID

The final sect ion of this document puts all of the pieces together in the Project Pyramid.    The three 
dist inct levels of the pyramid demonstrate the significance of  how a project 's foundation can either 
contribute to a project that succeeds, or one that fails.  
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1.  WHY PROJECTS FAIL TO LAUNCH
The default  state in any organizat ion is to simply not do a project (i.e. to 
maintain the status quo).  Despite the many drivers that might be pushing 
a project forward, there are just as many, if not more, constraints pushing 
back against it.   These constraints represent forces that can feel as 
binding and limit ing as gravity.  The counter-balancing inert ia here, 
fundamentally, is not to act.   

We can visualize this as the juxtaposit ion of two  balanced triangles  as 
seen in the graphic below.  The place you find yourself as the project 
manager of record is a spot of intense pressure.   It  is the intersect ion of 
count less constraints on the one side and an equal number of powerful 
drivers on the other.  The real shocker here is that this is a batt le just to 
get to the start ing line.  The actual project work has not even begun.  
However, as we shall see in the following pages, it  is this advance work 
that truly makes or breaks a project.

Launching a project is 
about so much more 
than technical 
competence in your 
field of expert ise, or 
your skill as a manager 
of projects.  You must 
be an expert in 
understanding the 
strategic object ives of 
an organizat ion and 
traversing its polit ics; 
how to build trust ing 
coalit ions; where to 
unearth hidden sources 
of funding and to tease 
out risks, benefits, 
costs, and much more.

 ©2019 Ket t le Hill Industries LLC All Rights Reserved

BEGIN N ER'S GU ID E TO  PRO JECT FA ILU RE 

http://www.cleanenergy.delivery
mailto:info@cleanenergy.delivery


cleanenergy.delivery  (800) 598-0540 info@cleanenergy.delivery

2.  WHY LAUNCHED PROJECTS FAIL
While the last page was about projects that never get off of the ground, this one is about projects that do 
move forward, but ultimately perform poorly.  If you have ever felt  as though your projects could be better, 
you are not alone!  As evidenced in the rankings and stat ist ics below, PMs and organizat ions have 
significant room for improvement in successfully planning and execut ing their projects.  While the 
information below is in reference to the project management industry as a whole, it 's fair to say that 
community-based, breakthrough clean energy projects (such as those we help to deliver) will tend to 
represent a higher level of risk and complexity than those that are focused on maintaining the status quo.  
All information below pertains to failed projects and is from the publicat ion Pulse of the Profession - 2018 
by the Project Management Inst itute (PMI).  We use PMI for our source data here due to its standing as 
the  preeminent organizat ion of the project management industry.  While most are int imately familiar 
with the symptoms detailed on the left  side of the page, it  is the root causes on the right that are crit ical.  
If you manage to fix root causes, you will ult imately eliminate the symptoms we have come to hate.

AN EXAMPLE OF HOW A FAILED PROJECT PLAYS OUT: A VAGUELY FAMILIAR STORY

You serve in a project management capacity for a municipal government.  It 's just one of many hats that you wear on 
a weekly basis.  You have been assigned a new project to upgrade your city's street lights to LEDs.  You work with 
your colleagues and define an overall project budget of $1M and a one-year t ime-frame for complet ion.  You are like 
the majority of PMs, and the project takes you significant ly longer than one year to complete (in this case it  takes 
two years) and you have gone over-budget (the project completes at $1.5M).  This is part ly due to some significant 
scope creep as you went along.  Yours is like one in five projects that are deemed a failure by your peers and 
superiors.  In this case, it 's because a large percentage of the installed bulbs have prematurely burned out and the 
manufacturer has refused to honor the product warranty.  Of the $1.5M that was invested, $500k is considered lost 
(remember: you went over budget  by 50% and over-schedule  by 100%).  You wonder: where did things go so 
wrong?  What could have been done different ly?  You read PMI's annual Pulse of the Profession  and are surprised to 
see that most of your colleagues attribute their failed projects  to foregone or poorly executed act ions front-loaded 
on a project.  In fact, many seem to be errors of decision-making.  This is not at all what you expected to see.  Your 
next  project  needs to be different .  Will it?

SYMPTOMS

29.1

36

43

56

69

21

37

% of every dollar wasted due to poor project 
performance.

% of projects completed on t ime.

% of projects completed within budget.

% of projects  that meet  original goals.

% of projects experiencing  scope creep.

% of projects deemed failures.

% of budget lost when a project fails.

TOP 10 ROOT CAUSES

#1 

#2     

#3     

#4      

#5       

#6      

#7     

#8    

#9

#10    

Change in organizat ional priorit ies.

Change in project object ives.

Inaccurate requirements gathering.

Inaccurate vision or goal for the project.

Inadequate /  poor communicat ion.

Opportunit ies and risks not defined.

Inaccurate cost est imates.

Poor change management.

Inadequate sponsor support.

Resource dependency.
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3.  THE PROJECT PYRAMID
The Project Pyramid of a failed or failing project is comprised of three levels.  Each level builds upon and 
amplifies the quality of the level that lies beneath it :

Level 1:     Bad Decision Making
This is the base and foundational level of a failed project 's pyramid.  It  is the fundamental source of all 
failed projects and the place in the project development and management process that is most likely to 
have the least adequate infrastructure to support it .  But why is this?  A key factor here is that decisions 
for most projects (and in fact for decisions in general) are not made rat ionally.  Rather, they are made 
emotionally and just ified with handpicked facts to support the emotionally-driven decision.  This has the 
effect of making the decision seem rat ional, even though it  clearly isn't .  A bad decision here (sadly for 
many a PM) can be impossible to recover from.  If you have ever been responsible for carrying out 
another individual's emotionally-driven decision, you know int imately the misery of which I speak.

Level 2:     Amplif icat ion Factors
At this level, the project has moved 
past its init ial decision stage and is 
now in the standardized context 
and tools of project management 
professionals: gantt  charts,, 
spreadsheets, project charters, 
project management plans, etc.  In a 
manner similar to how we view 
decision making, we like to think 
that our many tools, and that we 
ourselves, are absent of bias.  
Rather, there are count less 
assumptions baked into their 
creat ion, or skew their use, via the 
many unconscious patterns of behavior constant ly operat ing silent ly and underlying our daily task 
accomplishment.  If the project was off t rack in Level 1, Level 2 will result  in its amplificat ion.

Level 3:     Symptoms of a Failed or Failing Project
This is where the bulk of the focus is within any project management department or the broader 
organizat ion housing it .  Are we on track or off t rack for our schedule or budget?  What tasks are 
complete or incomplete?  Most every experienced PM has been in the uncomfortable posit ion of trying to 
explain his or her failure to get their project back on track.  To really understand the answer, we must 
typically go back to Level 1.  However, the person  asking the quest ions of the PM is potent ially the 
person responsible for the failed Level 1 decision, or reports direct ly to that person.  This more than likely 
leads to an impasse and the end of a potent ially product ive conversat ion that might lead to a better 
outcome the next t ime around.  

The Challenge
The willingness and ability to understand the keystone beliefs and decisions that underlie our work is  a 
signature component of leadership and a growth mindset.  It  is a foundational attribute necessary to 
reach the apex of our industry and will result  in a significant increase in our rates of personal, 
professional, and project success.  

The quest ion is: Are you both willing and able to go there?
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About  Clean Energy Delivery

Clean Energy Delivery is a project coaching and consult ing platform online layout and design tool with 
over 2 million users. Created in 2013 by Lucid Software, Lucidpress has grown rapidly, bringing 
user-friendly, professional design to customers in enterprise corporat ions, small businesses, and the 
educat ion space.
 
The principals of Clean Energy Delivery have been featured in Forbe's magazine and honored with 
numerous awards, including 2015 Salt  Lake County Startup of the Year and Best Company to Work for in 
Utah 2014-2015. 

Over $100M In Projects Working With Our Partners

Clean Energy Delivery is an affiliate of the 501(c)3 nonprofit  organizat ion, Clean Energy Coalit ion, that 

has been a driving force in the clean tech industry since 2006. Founded by recognized industry pioneer, 

Sean Reed, the company is headquartered in Ann Arbor, Michigan, but assists in the development of 

projects globally.  Mr. Reed has led the development of over $100M of diverse clean tech projects since 

1996 in Africa, Asia, Europe, and North America.  

 At Clean Energy Delivery, we work closely with clients to develop a solid energy plan and assist  with that 

plan's execut ion.  We take the necessary t ime to discuss all aspects of your energy requirements in clear 

and easy to understand language.  Given the volat ility in today's energy and technology marketplace, 

clients come to us for expert guidance in decision-making in order to reduce risk by having a third-party, 

unbiased assessment of promised claims made by vendors and industry colleagues.  As a result  of working 

with our firm, our clients rest assured that they ult imately achieve the absolute best energy strategy, 

vendor select ion, and pricing possible.
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