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1. Introductory summary

Project background and aims

The Department for Transport (DfT)’s Governance Division, and Social and
Behaviour Research Team jointly commissioned the Behavioural Insights Team (BIT)
to conduct exploratory research into potential behavioural biases and heuristics in
judgment and decision-making in the delivery of projects within DfT and how to
drive improvements to overcome these potential biases. Behavioural biases and
heuristics affect humans in many kinds of situations, and policymakers and
government departments are no exception. The aim of this project was to harness
BIT’s expertise to develop behavioural informed solutions for improving project
delivery.

The project was designed to:

1. review the current evidence of behavioural biases and heuristics in
judgment and decision-making in project delivery;

2. understand current departmental processes and systems in order to
assess how particular behavioural biases are manifest in DfT project
delivery and assurance; and

3. generate ideas and processes that could potentially manage and reduce
identified behavioural biases.

Project scope

To manage the project’s scope it was decided that the research would be
structured around three common biases that affect individuals in a number of
contexts, including project delivery:

0 Planning Fallacy - people’s tendency to make overly optimistic predictions
about the resources it will take to complete a future task or project.
Addressing this would support more realistic project planning and delivery
to specification (such as costs, time, and benefits forecast).”

0 Groupthink - people’s tendency to be influenced by the opinions and
actions of others when operating within a group. Addressing this would

" DT devotes considerable time to generating estimates of risk and cost, and has a structured process and definition for
managing optimism bias related to risk and cost. As such, we do not focus on optimism bias in this project, and we focus
primarily on planning estimates. We also address some behavioural factors that are in part caused by the other two biases
of interest that could lead to inaccurate perceptions of risk.
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encourage an environment where assumptions are challenged and a wider
range of ideas are considered.

0 Sunk Cost Fallacy - people’s tendency to make decisions based on project
costs (including time, effort and money) that have already been incurred,
cannot be recovered and have no impact on future outcomes. Addressing
this could allow losses to be minimised and encourage people to recognise
the opportunity costs of continuing to commit to a particular project
approach where there are better alternatives.

However, as this report reflects, research has not been confined to these biases
as frequently there are other heuristics and biases at play that should also be
captured and considered in order to provide full advice.

In addition it was decided that the project would only consider a subset of the
Department’s major or ‘Tier 1" investment projects. Tier 1 projects are considered
by BICC" as representing the most risk to the department.

Project methodology

BIT conducted preliminary desk research to gather evidence from the theoretical
and empirical literature on the three biases. A full literature review is included in
an accompanying document, though the key findings are integrated throughout
this report.

The field research included reviewing documents from BICC and from seven
projects selected by DfT, conducting 13 interviews (of staff of different levels of
seniority, though mostly Senior Responsible Officers and Project Directors,
working on projects in different stages). We also attended three BICC meetings
and three project board/governance meetings. These interviews took place during
March and April 2016. The discussion guide for the interviews is in Appendix A.

Given their scale and scope, Tier 1 projects are necessarily complex: they involve
multiple stakeholders, teams, governance boards, and take place over a long
period of time. Managing such projects is very challenging due to their complexity
and this exploratory project only touched the surface of many of these challenges.
It is worth noting that this complexity can itself be a cause for project overruns,
though addressing this is beyond the scope of this project. Instead we focus on

" DfT’s Board Investment and Commercial Committee (BICC) approves business cases and commercial decisions for DfT’s
portfolio of Tier 1 projects. BICC is chaired by the Permanent Secretary, and is made up of DfT's most senior officials.
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the behavioural biases which are likely to exacerbate the challenges associated
with large and complex projects.

Our interviews and observations were a snapshot of the projects and were
conducted primarily with the senior team working on those projects. As many of
these behaviours and biases manifest over time, we can only draw conclusions
from what we were told and what we observed. The purpose of this report was to
look at processes and governance surrounding projects to understand the scope
for bias to arise in general, and not to assess decisions that have been made on
individual projects. Relying on self-reported data brings a number of challenges,
such as the known gap between what people say and what they do, as well as
certain biases that affect planning (such as self-serving biases, which lead people
not to be accurate judges of themselves). However, we were able to gain useful
information and insights during this exploratory phase that have guided the
development of solutions and ideas for further research.

Though it did not emerge in our limited interviews and observations, it is possible
that these proposed solutions are already implemented in parts of the
Department. Had we been able to speak with more individuals across a greater
number of projects, we would have been able to better identify where such
processes may already exist.

BIT are world leaders on behavioural biases and insights, but are not specialists in
the theory of project delivery. As such, the focus of the project was on
behavioural biases and insights. This may have influenced our critical analysis of
interviewees’ project delivery knowledge and views. However, our expertise and
independent perspective enabled us to approach this project with an outside
view, which as we detail below, can be an advantage in overcoming certain biases.

Anticipated benefits

In commissioning this project, DfT believed that reducing biases in project delivery
decision-making could:

1 save money and/or increase value for money, for example by supporting
more accurate forecasting of project scheduling and spending;

1 improve the working environment, for example by designing more
productive working systems and practices; and
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1 improve expertise in new and innovative techniques and practices for
project delivery and managerial judgement, making DfT a leader across
Whitehall.
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Overview of findings, solutions, and the biases they address

All of the solutions have been developed to be 'scalable' and widely applicable, meaning they have the potential to deliver
significant impact across DfT, including for Tier 2 projects, and potentially across other government departments.

The following table provides an overview of the evidence and proposed solutions DfT should consider to address the three
biases explored in this report. The solutions outlined in this document were identified based on our preliminary findings, but
require further development in conjunction with DfT employees to determine their suitability for the DfT project delivery
context before implementation. The evidence from observations, interviews, and the literature review were consolidated

using a methodology described in detail in Appendix B.

There was evidence of strong group dynamics, which Planning Pre-mortem A pre-mortem requires decision makers and project teams to
is good for project team morale and can lead to fallacy imagine that their project has failed and to work backwards to
smooth project delivery; however these strong conceive of all the possible reasons why it has failed. The

dynamics can sometimes also lead to groupthink. | Groupthink pre- I

There is a concerted effort to promote a culture
where it is safe to raise risks; however some
interviewees suggested that employee confidence to
raise risks is varied. .

The risk culture may be focused on certain, easily
accessible risks while overlooking others.

Solutions (BIT proposed)

fallacy
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