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

3  THINGS YOU M UST KNOW  ABOUT
PRO JECT D ECISIO N  M A K IN G

Although we tend to seek simple, single factored reasons 
for success, in most things success requires avoiding the 
many possible causes of failure.

- Jared Diamond, Guns, Germs, & Steel
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TECHNICAL SUMMARY
This document is intended as a complement to Clean Energy Delivery's (CED's) The Complete Beginner's 
Guide to Project Failure (available as a download from cleanenergy.delivery).  While we recommend 
reading the Beginner's Guide first , the two documents can be read independently and in any order.  The 
Beginner's Guide provides an exposit ion as to why 
projects either fail to launch or fail once started.  
The Project Pyramid (defined in the Beginner's 
Guide and shown immediately to the right) points 
to bad decision making as the fundamental source 
and foundation of all failed projects.  

We owe it  to our stakeholders to develop and 
implement strategies that lead to better decisions 
and more successful projects that meet or exceed 
their init ially intended goals.   Through our research, we have ident ified a few targeted areas for 
intervent ion, as well as a reliable tool  - an algorithm that defines decision criteria mathematically 
through pair-wise comparisons - that can be ut ilized to navigate through this troublesome maze.  This 
report  includes the following major sect ions:

1. SEQUENCE OF TASKS VS NETWORKED DECISIONS

2. VENDOR-DRIVEN VS INTERNALLY-DRIVEN

3. COGNITIVE BIAS

A project can be driven forward by one of two processes: external or internal.  Technology vendors 
init iate externally driven project development processes.  These  processes most often work in the 
vendor's favor at the expense of transparency or ult imate project fit .  Organizat ional leaders inspire 
internally-driven methods.  If done well, these processes garner broad support and result  in the 
fulfillment of internal object ives across the organizat ion.

We tradit ionally understand projects at a high level as a series of sequenced tasks (witness the 
popularity of Gantt  charts in project management).  Alternat ively, we can view projects as a series of 
networked decisions.  In weighing the overall impacts of a project 's choices, those made early in a 
project 's life cycle are more crit ical to that project 's ult imate likelihood of success.  Front-loading 
resources early on can lead to a lessening of required resources later.

Cognit ive biases are systemic patterns of thought that cause a break from norms of rat ional judgment.  
Psychologists often refer to them as "mental noise."  Well-known examples seen in project management 
include planning fallacy, confirmation bias, and groupthink.  We have found that algorithms are the best 
way to overcome cognit ive biases, part icularly in group decision-making sett ings where transparency is 
of paramount concern.
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1. SEQUENCE OF TASKS VS NETWORKED DECISIONS
Projects as a Sequence of Tasks
The tradit ional means of understanding projects  
at an administrat ive level is represented below in 
the connected sequence of tasks found in a 
standard Gantt  chart .  These charts are an 
excellent means of clarifying task dependencies, 
t ime-frames for complet ion, and milestones to 
achieve.  The best  Gantt  charts allow changes in 
one task's complet ion to update the schedule of 
all other tasks impacted automatically.  What 
these Gantt  charts do not as effect ively convey are 
the myriad, and daily decisions that need to get 
made as a project staff execute tasks.

Projects as Networked Decisions
A project 's overall decisions are one of  two main 
types.  (1) Early-stage, typically group, 
agreements that set broad project parameters in 
stone and thus impact all future decisions made 
further along the chain of tasks.  (2) The 
individual, smaller, daily choices that will 
cumulat ively contribute to a project 's eventual 
arrival either where it  was intended to be in a 
best-case scenario, or potent ially significant ly off 
course in a worse case situat ion.  You can see 
below an example of a project 's underlying decision tree network.  Each rectangle in the decision tree 
represents an individual decision point made as the project progresses from left  to right and from top to 
bottom.  Even relat ively simple projects can be comprised of hundreds of personal decisions.  Given this, 
what  can we do to ensure our best  odds of project  success?

The Value of Front -Loading Project  Resources
Apple founder, Steve Jobs, once famously said, "It  doesn't  make sense to hire smart people and tell them 
what to do; we hire smart people so they can tell us what to do."  While there is much we agree with here; 
we also believe that we achieve the best possible outcomes when project staff receives guidance on how 
to operate independently successfully.  Towards this end, it  is extremely wise to invest t ime and energy 
early in a project 's incept ion.  We encourage the liberal applicat ion of resources: (a) clarifying a project 's 
connect ion to overall organizat ional strategy; (b) thoroughly understanding the project 's drivers and 
constraints that either push it  forward or press it  back; (c) unraveling the potent ial risks and strategies 
for their mit igat ion; (d) exploring system-wide costs and payoffs, and; (e) other vital issues.  We can then 
bake this information into all guiding project documents, such as project charters, project management 
plans, RFPs, and other materials.

A project is much more than a simple sequence of tasks operat ing in a vacuum.  It  is subject to staffing 
turmoil; changes in polit ical and economic climate; and every other aspect of reality thrown at it .  Given 
that we know this ahead of t ime, it  behooves us to make sure our projects benefit  from both the best 
start  possible, as well as a solid structure for implementat ion.
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2. VENDOR-DRIVEN VS INTERNALLY-DRIVEN
Playing the Vendor's Game
Have you ever known someone that walked onto a car lot  with no idea as to what kind of car would be a 
good fit  and later drove out with something that, within a matter of hours, they realized was a horrible 
idea?  Nobody likes being a sucker, and yet it  happens every day and everywhere.  The likelihood of this 
occurrence rises when you have not thoroughly thought through your goals, object ives, and decision 
criteria before gett ing involved in a sales 
process.  Fail to do this, and the next thing you 
know, you are the proud owner of a Pontiac 
Aztek (our apologies if you happen to own this sh*# 
heap of a car).  

  
When you play somebody else's game, on their 
turf and terms, you are sett ing yourself up for, 
at  minimum, a potent ially compromised 
outcome, and at worst, a project doomed from 
the start  (see the vendor-driven decision 
process shown on the right).  In except ional 
circumstances, organizat ions can be so accommodating 
to a vendor that they eliminate any sources of 
competit ion the vendor might experience in a required competit ive RFP process.  However, doing so will 
not pass the sniff test for transparency and the effect ive stewardship of public funds.  

Make Them Play Your Game! 
You don't  want to be that  public servant that gets the unflat tering art icle writ ten about them in the local 
newspaper; the person whose judgment everybody has come to quest ion.  This possibility is eliminated 
through the rigorous and sustained applicat ion of a transparent and internally-driven decision process, 
coupled with significant quant itat ive and qualitat ive documentat ion.  A side benefit  here is that even if 
the project does go south, you can do a 
post-mortem to retrace your steps and figure 
out where you might have gotten it  wrong.  
Iterat ive processes lead to sustained project 
excellence in the long term.

The first  step in any internally-driven vendor 
and technology select ion process is to get 
clear on how the object ives you are looking 
to accomplish match up with those of the 
broader organizat ion and its established 
long-term vision.  If you are unable to clarify 
some significant synergy here, you are most definitely in for an uphill batt le.  You must define connect ions 
and payoffs across the organizat ion.  If you do, everything else will start  to fall in line.  Ignore this advice 
at your peril.
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3. COGNITIVE BIAS
What  Is Cognit ive Bias?
There are over 100 forms of cognit ive bias that the psychology and behavioral 
economics communit ies current ly recognize.  These biases are systemic patterns 
of thought that cause a break from norms of rat ional judgment and can take a 
variety of forms.  Psychologists refer to them as "mental noise" serving to cloud 
the wisdom of both individuals and groups.  This noise commonly results in poor 
decisions or other forms of behavior that work against the best interests of 
individuals or groups.  In many cases, these biases have had a posit ive 
evolut ionary value to humans.  Some cont inue to do so to the current day.  
However, many are a poor fit  for the scale, speed, and complexity of modern 
business and social environments and must be ident ified and managed in the 
effort  to achieve excellence in project management and decision making.

Forms of Cognit ive Bias in Projects
There are a few primary groupings of cognit ive bias: (1) decision-making, belief, 
and behavioral, (2) social, and (3) memory errors.  The column to the right 
includes  typical examples of decision making, belief, and behavioral biases.  These 
can significant ly affect belief creat ion, business and economic decisions, and 
human behavior in general.  Social biases are also called attribut ional biases.  
These are the types of systematic errors made when people try to find reasons 
for their own and others' behaviors and reasoning.  An example of a standard 
social bias is "authority bias."  This  bias occurs when we attribute greater 
accuracy and influence to the opinion of an authority figure.  Memory errors and 
biases are on the rise as a result  of the glut of data that exists in today's world of 
technological omnipresence.  An example of this type of bias is the "Google 
effect,"   which is the tendency to forget information that can be easily found 
online by using internet search engines.

Using Algorithms to Overcome Cognit ive Bias
A comprehensive post-mortem performed on a derailed project is likely to 
include the ident ificat ion of numerous examples of cognit ive bias that 
cumulat ively contributed to the project 's ult imate failure.  Given that there are 
over 100 forms of bias that could be lurking in the brain of any given project team 
member, what can be done to mit igate potent ial  calamity?  One of the best tools 
we have seen to manage cognit ive bias is the decision-making algorithm, Analyt ic 
Hierarchy Process, or AHP.  You implement  the AHP algorithm through the use of 
pair-wise comparisons (for example, which is more significant: X or Y) to create 
rat io scales.  These scales allow a decision's sub-hierarchy to be defined and 
priorit ized mathematically.  Through the algorithm, choices that might init ially 
seem amorphous, develop a skeletal structure allowing for dissect ion and 
eventual diagnosis.  AHP brings a heightened level of t ransparency to public 
decision making and significant ly decreases basic levels of project risk leading to 
improved outcomes.

DECISION BIAS EXAMPLES

Ambiguity Effect
Avoiding opt ions where the 
probability of a favorable 
outcome is unknown.

Anchoring
Relying too heavily on one 
piece of information

Availability Heurist ic
Overest imating the likelihood 
of events with greater 
availability in the memory.

Bandwagon Effect
Believing something because 
many people believe the same.

Confirmat ion Bias
Focusing on what confirms 
one's preconceptions.

Groupthink
When the desire for harmony in 
a group results in a 
dysfunct ional outcome.

Loss Aversion
To prefer avoiding losses rather 
than acquiring equivalent gains.

Opt imism Bias
Overest imating favorable and 
pleasing outcomes.

Ostrich Effect
Ignoring an obvious (often 
negative) situat ion.

Planning Fallacy
Tendency to under-est imate 
task complet ion t imes

Status Quo Bias
Tendency to like things to stay 
relat ively the same.
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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 cleantech 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 cleantech 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 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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