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Rationality and chance. Paths to success – or failure
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Cases 1 – 25: Major public investment projects
(in transport, defence, education and health sectors)

Analysis
1 Alternative concepts have not been scrutinized
2 Lack of realistic objectives and justification
3 Project not relevant in relation to needs/market
4 Tactical underestimation of costs
5 Perverse incentives - benefits without liability
6 Tactical splitting up and sequencing of project
7 Tactical overestimation of needs and benefits
8 Underestimation of future operational costs

Decisions
9 Major predictable surprises
10 Sound advice overruled by political preferences
11 Lacking transparency affecting public debate
12 Long lasting front end phase with shifting priorities
13 Political horse-trading between competing parties
14 Repeated play-off in political decision process
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Zero
option

Alt. A

Alt. B

Fissile fuel scenario

WWeW scenario

Fossil fuel scenario

16 cases = 64 %

Analysis
1 Alternative concepts have not been scrutinized
2 Lack of realistic objectives and justification
3 Project not relevant in relation to needs/market
4 Tactical underestimation of costs
5 Perverse incentives - benefits without liability
6 Tactical splitting up and sequencing of project
7 Tactical overestimation of needs and benefits
8 Underestimation of future operational costs

Decisions
9 Major predictable surprises
10 Analysis/advice overruled by political preferences
11 Lacking transparency affecting public debate
12 Long lasting front end phase with shifting priorities
13 Political horse-trading between competing parties
14 Repeated play-off in political decision process
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Stated objective: The shipping tunnel 
should contribute to improved safety
and increased transport at sea, which
will positively promote employment
and new settlement in the area 

Stated objective: The shipping tunnel
should contribute to improved safety
and increased transport at sea, which
will positively promote employment
and new settlement in the area 
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14 cases = 56 %

Analysis
1 Alternative concepts have not been scrutinized
2 Lack of realistic objectives and justification
3 Project not relevant in relation to needs/market
4 Tactical underestimation of costs
5 Perverse incentives - benefits without liability
6 Tactical splitting up and sequencing of project
7 Tactical overestimation of needs and benefits
8 Underestimation of future operational costs

Decisions
9 Major predictable surprises
10 Analysis/advice overruled by political preferences
11 Lacking transparency affecting public debate
12 Long lasting front end phase with shifting priorities
13 Political horse-trading between competing parties
14 Repeated play-off in political decision process
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• User group too small to justify
investment (5 cases)

• Duplication of existing facilities (3 cases)

• No longer needed due to technological
development (2 cases)

• Wasted due to changed political/military
scenario (2 case)

• Marginal supplementary service to 
existing mainstream solution (2 cases)

14 cases = 56 %

Analysis
1 Alternative concepts have not been scrutinized
2 Lack of realistic objectives and justification
3 Project not relevant in relation to needs/market
4 Tactical underestimation of costs
5 Perverse incentives - benefits without liability
6 Tactical splitting up and sequencing of project
7 Tactical overestimation of needs and benefits
8 Underestimation of future operational costs

Decisions
9 Major predictable surprises
10 Analysis/advice overruled by political preferences
11 Lacking transparency affecting public debate
12 Long lasting front end phase with shifting priorities
13 Political horse-trading between competing parties
14 Repeated play-off in political decision process
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10 cases = 40 %

Analysis
1 Alternative concepts have not been scrutinized
2 Lack of realistic objectives and justification
3 Project not relevant in relation to needs/market
4 Tactical underestimation of costs
5 Perverse incentives - benefits without liability
6 Tactical splitting up and sequencing of project
7 Tactical overestimation of needs and benefits
8 Underestimation of future operational costs

Decisions
9 Major predictable surprises
10 Analysis/advice overruled by political preferences
11 Lacking transparency affecting public debate
12 Long lasting front end phase with shifting priorities
13 Political horse-trading between competing parties
14 Repeated play-off in political decision process
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Analysis
1 Alternative concepts have not been scrutinized
2 Lack of realistic objectives and justification
3 Project not relevant in relation to needs/market
4 Tactical underestimation of costs
5   Perverse incentives – benefits without liability
6 Tactical splitting up and sequencing of project
7 Tactical overestimation of needs and benefits
8 Underestimation of future operational costs

Decisions
9 Major predictable surprises
10 Analysis/advice overruled by political preferences
11 Lacking transparency affecting public debate
12 Long lasting front end phase with shifting priorities
13 Political horse-trading between competing parties
14 Repeated play-off in political decision process

9 cases = 36 %
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Analysis
1 Alternative concepts have not been scrutinized
2 Lack of realistic objectives and justification
3 Project not relevant in relation to needs/market
4 Tactical underestimation of costs
5   Perverse incentives – benefits without liability
6 Tactical splitting up and sequencing of project
7 Tactical overestimation of needs and benefits
8 Underestimation of future operational costs

Decisions
9 Major predictable surprises
10 Analysis/advice overruled by political preferences
11 Lacking transparency affecting public debate
12 Long lasting front end phase with shifting priorities
13 Political horse-trading between competing parties
14 Repeated play-off in political decision process

7 cases = 28 %

Main
project 1st 3rd2nd
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6 cases = 24 %

Analysis
1 Alternative concepts have not been scrutinized
2 Lack of realistic objectives and justification
3 Project not relevant in relation to needs/market
4 Tactical underestimation of costs
5 Perverse incentives - benefits without liability
6 Tactical splitting up and sequencing of project
7 Tactical overestimation of needs and benefits
8 Underestimation of future operational costs

Decisions
9 Major predictable surprises
10 Analysis/advice overruled by political preferences
11 Lacking transparency affecting public debate
12 Long lasting front end phase with shifting priorities
13 Political horse-trading between competing parties
14 Repeated play-off in political decision process
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1. Leaders knew the 
problem existed

2. They know it will get
worse over time

Now

4. To solve the problem 
will cost considerably

3. A small minority will 
benefit from inaction

Time

Change

5. The cost  of inaction is 
potentionally high - but uncertain

(Based on: Bazerman and Watson, 2004)

15 cases = 60 %

Analysis
1 Alternative concepts have not been scrutinized
2 Lack of realistic objectives and justification
3 Project not relevant in relation to needs/market
4 Tactical underestimation of costs
5 Perverse incentives - benefits without liability
6 Tactical splitting up and sequencing of project
7 Tactical overestimation of needs and benefits
8 Underestimation of future operational costs

Decisions
9 Major predictable surprises
10 Analysis/advice overruled by political preferences
11 Lacking transparency affecting public debate
12 Long lasting front end phase with shifting priorities
13 Political horse-trading between competing parties
14 Repeated play-off in political decision process
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11 cases = 44 %

Analysis
1 Alternative concepts have not been scrutinized
2 Lack of realistic objectives and justification
3 Project not relevant in relation to needs/market
4 Tactical underestimation of costs
5 Perverse incentives - benefits without liability
6 Tactical splitting up and sequencing of project
7 Tactical overestimation of needs and benefits
8 Underestimation of future operational costs

Decisions
9 Major predictable surprises
10 Sound advice overruled by political preferences
11 Lacking transparency affecting public debate
12 Long lasting front end phase with shifting priorities
13 Political horse-trading between competing parties
14 Repeated play-off in political decision process
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7 cases = 28 %

Analysis
1 Alternative concepts have not been scrutinized
2 Lack of realistic objectives and justification
3 Project not relevant in relation to needs/market
4 Tactical underestimation of costs
5 Perverse incentives - benefits without liability
6 Tactical splitting up and sequencing of project
7 Tactical overestimation of needs and benefits
8 Underestimation of future operational costs

Decisions
9 Major predictable surprises
10 Sound advice overruled by political preferences
11 Lacking transparency affecting public debate
12 Long lasting front end phase with shifting priorities
13 Political horse-trading between competing parties
14 Repeated play-off in political decision process
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6 cases = 24 %

Analysis
1 Alternative concepts have not been scrutinized
2 Lack of realistic objectives and justification
3 Project not relevant in relation to needs/market
4 Tactical underestimation of costs
5 Perverse incentives - benefits without liability
6 Tactical splitting up and sequencing of project
7 Tactical overestimation of needs and benefits
8 Underestimation of future operational costs

Decisions
9 Major predictable surprises
10 Sound advice overruled by political preferences
11 Lacking transparency affecting public debate
12 Long lasting front end phase with shifting priorities
13 Political horse-trading between competing parties
14 Repeated play-off in political decision process
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5 cases = 20 %

Analysis
1 Alternative concepts have not been scrutinized
2 Lack of realistic objectives and justification
3 Project not relevant in relation to needs/market
4 Tactical underestimation of costs
5 Perverse incentives - benefits without liability
6 Tactical splitting up and sequencing of project
7 Tactical overestimation of needs and benefits
8 Underestimation of future operational costs

Decisions
9 Major predictable surprises
10 Sound advice overruled by political preferences
11 Lacking transparency affecting public debate
12 Long lasting front end phase with shifting priorities
13 Political horse-trading between competing parties
14 Repeated play-off in political decision process
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3 cases = 12 %

Analysis
1 Alternative concepts have not been scrutinized
2 Lack of realistic objectives and justification
3 Project not relevant in relation to needs/market
4 Tactical underestimation of costs
5 Perverse incentives - benefits without liability
6 Tactical splitting up and sequencing of project
7 Tactical overestimation of needs and benefits
8 Underestimation of future operational costs

Decisions
9 Major predictable surprises
10 Sound advice overruled by political preferences
11 Lacking transparency affecting public debate
12 Long lasting front end phase with shifting priorities
13 Political horse-trading between competing parties
14 Repeated play-off in political decision process
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Success and failure

Success rating
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Analysis
1 Alternative concepts have not been scrutinized
2 Lack of realistic objectives and justification
3 Project not relevant in relation to needs/market
4 Tactical underestimation of costs
5 Perverse incentives - benefits without liability
6 Tactical splitting up and sequencing of project
7 Tactical overestimation of needs and benefits
8 Underestimation of future operational costs

Decisions
9 Major predictable surprises
10 Sound advice overruled by political preferences
11 Lacking transparency affecting public debate
12 Long lasting front end phase with shifting priorities
13 Political horse-trading between competing parties
14 Repeated play-off in political decision process
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Analysis
1 Alternative concepts have not been scrutinized
2 Lack of realistic objectives and justification
3 Project not relevant in relation to needs/market
4 Tactical underestimation of costs
5 Perverse incentives - benefits without liability
6 Tactical splitting up and sequencing of project
7 Tactical overestimation of needs and benefits
8 Underestimation of future operational costs

Decisions
9 Major predictable surprises
10 Sound advice overruled by political preferences
11 Lacking transparency affecting public debate
12 Long lasting front end phase with shifting priorities
13 Political horse-trading between competing parties
14 Repeated play-off in political decision process
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Causes and effects
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Starting off on the right foot? – or?

Sorting things out along the road?
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Some observations

• There is a strong tendency to choose the initial 
concept and stick to it

• Incremental improvements of an inferior solution 
- rather than fundamental change

• There is an overwhelming inertia: once set in 
motion - always impossible to stop

• The window of opportunities is usually larger than 
envisioned - and probably largely unexplored
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Shell eco-marathon winner 2007 
5385 Km per liter

Hummer SUV 5 Km. per liter

One way travel by car
Paris - Amsterdam (1000 km)

200 liters 0,2 liters 

Case 26: The power engine - a runaway project
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1838 2024?200818851881

Fuel cell 
patent 
C.F. Schönbein

Combustion 
engine patent 
William Barnet

Electric 
automobile
Gustave Trouvé

“Carnot driven”
automobile 
Karl Benz

Membrane economy ?
• renewable energy
• efficient energy conversion
• ecologically safe
• silent
• cheap

Carnot economy 
fossile and fissile fuel driven 
power stations, aircrafts, 700 
million passenger cars, etc.
• environmental pollution
• resource depletion
• International conflicts
• global warming
• etc.

1824 Sadi Carnot
Principle of heat engines

Case 26: The front-end – a bit of root cause analysis
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Source: The Washington Post

Case 26 Alternative A
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Case 26 Alternative B

The window of opportunities is wide open
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Thank you for your attention

www.concept.ntnu.no


