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Conundrum: Why every government gets 
things wrong - and what we can do about it

ÁAn array of cases across govt. > 20+ years

Á.ƛƭƭƛƻƴΩǎ ƻŦ ϻΩǎ ƻŦ ǘŀȄǇŀȅŜǊǎΩ ƳƻƴŜȅ

ÁWasted!

Áwhere members of the public sufferedas a result

Source: Conundrum: Why every government gets things wrong ςand what we can do about it

http://bit.ly/conundrum_book


APM Presentation [2014] http://bit.ly/conundrum_gov

Why every government gets things wrong [book]http://bit.ly/conundrum_book 

https://www.slideshare.net/assocpm/peeling-back-the-covers-on-government-programmes-power-point
http://bit.ly/conundrum_gov
http://bit.ly/conundrum_book


¢ƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ ǿƘȅ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎ Ǝƻ ǿǊƻƴƎΧ

Á LŦ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ǿŀƴǘΣ
Å or what you want keeps changing;
ÅƻǊ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ ŎƻƳƳƛǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ƳƻƴŜȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΤ
ÁƻǊ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴȅƻƴŜ ƛƴ ŎƘŀǊƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΣ
Å or you keep changing the person in charge,
ÅƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǿƘƻ ƛǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƴ ŎƘŀǊƎŜ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ Ŏŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƻǘǎΤ
ÅƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŎŀǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΤ
ÅŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ƛǎΤ 
ÅŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǘŀƭƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ǿƛƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΤ
ÅŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘƭȅ ŎƘŜŎƪ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎΤ
Å or you have an unrealistic timetable and try to run before you can walk; 
Å or you fail to test the system properly before you launch it; 
ÅƻǊ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎΤ
ÅƻǊ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ tƭŀƴ . ƛƴ ŎŀǎŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ Ǝƻ ǿǊƻƴƎΤ
Å or you try to bite off more than you can chew in one go;
ÅƻǊ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōƛƎƎŜǊ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƛǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ƻǾŜǊǘŀƪŜƴ ōȅ ƴŜǿ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΤ
ÅƻǊ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ Ƴŀȅ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ȅƻǳ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΤ
ÅƻǊ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻƳŜ ǎǳǇǇƭƛŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŎŀǇŀōƭŜ ƻŦ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ȅƻǳ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƴΩǘΤ



¢ƘŜƴ ŘƻƴΩǘ ōŜ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎŜŘ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ŜƴŘ ǳǇ ǿƛǘƘ Χ

Áa messthat iswaybehindschedule,

Á that damagesyourorganisation,

Á that traumatisesyourstaff,

Á that costsmuchmorethan it issupposedto,

ÁandŘƻŜǎƴΩǘwork!

Source: Conundrum: Why every government gets things wrong ςand what we can do about it

http://bit.ly/conundrum_book


Which behaviours do you recognise on you own projects?

Á scheming 
Á schmoozing
Á consensus building 
Ámediating conflicts 
Á developing trust
Á abusing trust
Ámutual fear 
Á total domination 
Á reconciliation under pressure
Á the development of rivalries
Á the repairing of ruling coalitions

They are all well observed in chimpanzees!

LǘΩǎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎΣ ǎǘǳǇƛŘ

What do these behaviours have in common?



Source: Changinghow projects are delivered: Insights from studying 11,000 projects. Dr. Alex Budzier

Project Performance Summary - by cost, schedule and benefit return

https://projectdataanalytics.uk/alex-budziers-presentation-to-the-london-meetup


¢ƘŜ ǘǊƻǳōƭƛƴƎ ƭƛƪŜƭƛƘƻƻŘ ƻŦ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎΧ

Source: Changing how projects are delivered: Insights from studying 11,000 projects. Dr. Alex Budzier

https://projectdataanalytics.uk/alex-budziers-presentation-to-the-london-meetup


ÁaŜƎŀǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎ ŀǊŜ άƻǾŜǊ ōǳŘƎŜǘΣ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƛƳŜ 
ŀƴŘ ǳƴŘŜǊ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎΣ ƻǾŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƻǾŜǊ ŀƎŀƛƴέ

ÁVery rarely do people stop, look back and 
ŀǎǎŜǎǎΣ ά5ƛŘ ǿŜ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ 
ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ǎŜǘ ƻǳǘ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΚέ

ÁWider benefits are often exaggerated in 
that they are used to justify projects that 
Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ ƧǳǎǘƛŦƛŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǊǊƻǿ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎΦέ

Professor Bent Flyvbjerg, Major Programme 
Management, Saïd Business School

Source: evidence to the Public Administration  Constitutional Affairs Committee (Nov. 2018)

LƴǉǳƛǊȅ ǘƻ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƳŀƧƻǊ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎ


