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  Overview

  
  




Big projects are high-risk and high-cost by nature. In How Big Things Get Done (2023), megaproject expert Bent Flyvbjerg and bestselling author Dan Gardner share principles for completing major projects effectively, avoiding extreme budget and timeline overruns. They explain the psychological reasons why leaders rush into projects and detail the antidote, which is detailed planning with accurate cost and time forecasting. They highlight the fallacy of improvisation in creative projects, and promote the concept of modularity as a transformative tool for projects, especially those aimed at combating climate change.
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Transforming a vision into a tangible success is a complex process that extends beyond mere ambition and financial investment. This complexity is evident when comparing two distinct endeavors: California’s High-Speed Rail project and a Danish-funded education initiative in Nepal. High-Speed Rail, which began in 2008 and was intended to link Los Angeles with San Francisco, encountered numerous delays and cost overruns. The project’s scope was significantly reduced by 2023, resulting in only a partial completion of the intended route. In stark contrast, the education initiative in Nepal to construct 20,000 schools was not only completed within budget but also finished in 2004, eight years ahead of schedule. Bent Flyvbjerg was the planner on the project. The project had a profound and enduring impact, including the enhancement of educational standards and the construction of earthquake-resistant buildings that proved life-saving during a 2015 earthquake.




Successful projects are the exception rather than the rule, with the majority resembling the troubled California rail endeavor. The key to a project’s success lies in recognizing the universal factors that drive both failure and success, such as psychological elements and power dynamics. These factors play a critical role in shaping decision-making and the allocation of resources across projects of all sizes.




The principle of “Think slow, act fast” is the hallmark of successful projects, including the Empire State Building, which was completed both under budget and ahead of schedule. This approach stands in stark contrast to the “Think fast, act slow” pattern observed in failed projects, where initial enthusiasm is quickly overshadowed by complications and delays.




The Great Belt project in Denmark, which involved constructing bridges and an underwater train tunnel, ran into delays, technical difficulties, and cost overruns, leading to a flooded tunnel.











