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The AIRCDRE sat alone in his office gazing out of his executive suite window at a spectacular view of the
Airport. He had taken over the leadership of the Program 12 months before and was reflecting on where the
project currently was, what was being done well and what wasn’t.

He had just returned from a meeting with his boss and had been asked some extremely difficult questions that,
although he had appropriate responses for, the fact that the questions were being asked concerned him
greatly. The program had just suffered a small but significant schedule slip which translated into an inability to
achieve the planned budget expenditure, his staff seemed genuinely unhappy and frustrated with each other.
Some of his key stakeholders, and there were many stakeholders, had expressed concern that the project was
not delivering and the Minister was starting to become more interested and continually wanted update briefs.
He felt like all he ever did was brief people on what was going wrong, but they were doing some good things
as well, unfortunately no one ever seems to be interested in those things.

The project had been through a period of considerable uncertainty. In the preceding 12 months a new
government was elected and had expressed concern over the previous government’s decision to the aircraft.
Similarly, every arm-chair warrior in Australia seemed to have an opinion on the merits or otherwise of the
capability. Much of these opinions were being debated in the media.

After project approval, a number of changes to project scope were being discussed outside the project team
and were only disclosed after deals had been negotiated at very high levels. On a different note, the business
case for the original logistics support concept was being undermined by organisational inertia both within
Defence and the US DoD. The foundations of established airworthiness and logistics policies were being
challenged and this was creating confusion, and even passive resistance, among project sub-teams.
He had noticed tension between his senior officers, he had decided to let them sort themselves out, but they
had failed to do so and the program was suffering. He was hearing comments in the corridor about his
leadership team and knew he needed to do something. The first thing he needed to address was the
perception that this was a simple COTS FMS project, it was anything but.

A real story



“The Conspiracy of Optimism” - 2007

Findings:

• We tend to strike agreements that are so optimistic as to be 
unsustainable in terms of cost, timescale or performance.

• To get new projects funded is therefore difficult, leading to 
‘entryism’ when the initial cost and schedule are deliberately 
under-estimated.

• Poor cost estimation techniques, which frequently omit costs 
for development and testing of interfaces, technology 
demonstration and industrialisation, training and/or 
manpower. 

• Technology risks are too often under-estimated.
• Industry sees all opportunities as ‘must win’ and, in step with 

optimistic budgeting, bids an optimistic price on an optimistic 
schedule, expecting to claw back some of the shortfall during 
subsequent phases. Often both sides know that the basis of 
the contract is unrealistic.  (lose/lose)



“The Conspiracy of Optimism”  - 2007

Australian, UK and US Governments 
and Defence Industry have supported 
an initiative to improve the 
international community’s capability 
to deliver very complex projects 
across all industry sectors.

Three strands:

• Competency Standards framework for assessment 
and development of complex project managers

• Continuing Professional Development in Complex 
Project Management (EMCPM Development)

• Formation of the International Centre for Complex 
Project Management  (independent international 
not-for-profit peak body for CPM)

If the ‘conspiracy of optimism’ is to be eliminated, Govt and industry must 
ensure that: defence planning assumptions and equipment aspirations are 
realistic; independent cost estimates are produced; transparency is 
improved; programmes with large cost overruns and delay are considered 
for cancellation; interfaces and technology risks are properly identified and 
managed; large complex programmes are managed with greater initiative 
and less process constraint; and all this is carried through into acquisition 
education and training.



“We occupy a world that is connected on multiple dimensions, and at a deep 
level — a global system of systems.” 
“It is subject to systems-level failures, which require systems-level thinking 
about the effectiveness of our infrastructures.”
Over 50% of CEOs doubted their ability to manage it



What is complexity
• Rich interconnectivity
• Interdependence
• High levels of emergence
• Results are unknowable/unpredictable
• obvious, complicated & complex



The Current Reality of our Working World

“Over the past two decades our working world has moved out of an age that thrived on structured and 
systematically-linear management processes towards an age enabled by holistic connectivity, agility, 

adaptability & responsiveness”



States of Complexity (Cynefin) 
Snowdon and Boone
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The Complex Systems’ Maturity Scale
Simple Obvious 

System
Complex Physical 

System
Complex Adaptive 

System 
Simple Ordered 

System

Simple Systems      Complex Systems

This is relevant for every discipline, projects, logistics/in-service support, 
commercial/contracts, HR/People, finance, planning, operations etc

Conventional Management Complex Adaptive Management



“Consider what happens in an organisation when a 
rumour of reorganisation surfaces: the complex human 
system starts to mutate and change in unknowable 
ways; new patterns form in anticipation of the event. 

On the other hand, if you walk up to an aircraft with a 
box of tools in your hand, nothing changes.”

David Snowdon, former Head of Knowledge Management, IBM 



Complex Projects We Recognise





When do things become Complex
• Every thing we do will suffer at some point during its life cycle 

from complexity. Why?
– People are involved in delivering them, owning the outome, directing the 

results and recieving the benefits (or disbenefits)

• People change their minds!

– The world and our environment never stands still

• Politics

• Technology

• Systems and Processes

• People

• Change is the only constant



Truly Complex Projects
• Usually adaptive system of systems with many interdependencies; 
• Have high uncertainty in scope definition; 
• Are distributed (organisationally, geographically, jurisdictionally); 
• Have ongoing environmental and internal turbulence; 
• Are most effectively implemented through wave/iterative  

planning; and 
• Unable to be decomposed to elements with clearly defined 

boundaries. 
– That means we don’t have enough valid information to break the work 

packages down to the extent a normal WBS or CWBS will allow! And yet we 
continue to try!



Layers of any 
situation that can be 
examined

The deeper the 
examination the 
more stable, high 
leverage and difficult 
to perceive.



Managing Complexity
• You will know a Complex Environment when you are in one.
• Truly Complex Projects are defined as those projects that you may know WHAT 

you need to achieve, but you have little idea on HOW you can achieve it.  
• You will be surrounded by uncertainty, ambiguity, unpredictability (you thought 

based on your experience that x would happen and something else always 
does!)

• Constant change (emergence) in almost everything (except budget!) is your 
constant companion. 

• You will normally have significantly more stakeholders than normal, they will all 
have multiple views and opinions, may come from different countries or 
jurisdictions.

• Everyone one will have an interest in what you are doing and why, and you will 
receive a lot of help, all of the time.



What can you do about it?
• Complexity Assessment – work out what you are facing, is it complex or 

complicated?
• Upskill, surviving in complex environments is a skill
• Get help, no one can manage complexity without help, NO ONE.
• Build a champion team with all of the skills that you will need.  If you can’t 

select the right people, you can skill the ones you have.
• Don’t over plan, you’ll only have to re-plan
• Be prepared to let go of process and push the internal organisational 

barriers to make them work for you
• Build your personal network to call on when everything else fails (and it will)
• Get really comfortable with uncertainty, harness the creative opportunities it 

brings
• Try new things, increase your tolerance for risk (don’t mistake this point for 

risky behaviour)
• Recognise when more information does not add value to the decision 

making process.



• Developed in 2006 first issued in 2008, 
updated in 2012. Owned by Aust 
Department of Defence with ICCPM as 
custodians.

• Outline and define:
• the project management paradigm 

(mindset), 
• behaviours and knowledge, and
• special attributes

Required to operate effectively within 
the complex project environment.

Complex Project Manager Competency 
Standards



Leadership and Communication

Leadership is the most 
important competence 
for anyone managing 

in a complex 
environment



ICCPM is a not-for-profit organisation developing research and delivering education and 
support services to businesses and government to get the world’s most complex projects back 
on track. Some projects are now so complex that a different management approach is needed 
to break the common cycle of delay, cost overruns and failure. It doesn’t matter which field you 
are in, ICCPM can provide the tools, research and education to improve organisational delivery 
capability and opportunities for investment in research that will lead to successful delivery on 
complex projects and programs.

Some of the organisations that have participated in our education offerings include:



Questions?
Get involved, share your thoughts, issues, experience and wisdom
join the ICCPM Network, there are multiple ways to contribute.

iccpm.com/membership (free for partner employees)

Subscribe and contribute to the CONNECT Magazine
iccpm.com/newsletter

Join the LinkedIn – ICCPM Complex Project Management Discussion 
Group (open forum)




