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			Part 1

			Let’s Take the Plunge

		

	
		
			Chapter 1 – Let’s Do Agile

			You can do it

			‘I’ve just come from a difficult meeting – you could cut the air with a knife. Corporate is ready to shelve it, Ed. It’s bleeding a million dollars a day, and we’ve torched through almost half a billion dollars without even agreeing on the concept. Not a drop of oil, no first gas, nothing. Barely an approved drawing.’ 

			Tania, capital projects portfolio manager, looked at Ed from across her desk. 

			‘I can fix it,’ he replied. 

			Nexton Energies, one of the world’s six biggest energy companies, had staked its low-carbon future on one megaproject: its Azimuth gas fields south of Indonesia, intended to supply energy to rapidly growing Asian markets. In doing so, it would finance Nexton’s low-carbon future plans. Delays, opaque contracts, and a revolving-door leadership turned it into a cash furnace. If Azimuth failed, Nexton’s credit rating and credibility would collapse, just as renewables – and even nuclear – competitors surged. 

			Tensions emerged in corridors and boardrooms. Innovation, forced by necessity, was rife. Yet, little had survived into execution, scuppering morale. 

			Azimuth could call time on Nexton.

			Desperation is the mother of invention

			‘Can I speak freely?’ said Edward Hang Chen, a project manager in Tania Harris’ capital projects portfolio.

			‘Please do. It’d make a change from that meeting. I’m at the end of my rope on this one,’ Tania replied. ‘The numbers are unbelievable. This was supposed to be our way to avoid Blockbuster-like irrelevance. Heads have rolled, ours could be some of them,’ she shrugged, as if it were cruel joke. ‘It’s like Russian roulette –’ she caught herself, ‘–anyway, I’m getting carried away.’

			‘Mmm. I think there were problems with how we did the work, how it was managed,’ Ed began. ‘We lost control of the project.’

			‘You can say that again. Getting hold of Gary Brescoe was like pulling teeth; no-one knew anything, we were over-optimistic, you name it. Do you have anything more concrete?’

			‘My team put together an analysis, and since last week I’ve had access to Gary’s files. I’ve seen some questionable things.’

			‘Ain’t that the truth,’ said Tania, who leaned back in her chair.

			Ed went for it. ‘I think we can make the project a success with better project management and understanding of the goals, which I feel we didn’t have.’ 

			‘Corporate are close to axing it, Ed. Really close. Surviving a class action and operating a smaller footprint isn’t a bad outcome compared to burning the coffers on a botched megaproject.’

			‘It’s our shot at remaining relevant, and a leader too. We can do it, you know that, even if the current effort was painful.’ 

			Tania thought for a moment. ‘You want another bite? Audacious. Give me thirty seconds on it.’

			‘Agile,’ replied Ed.

			Are you joking?

			‘Are you joking?’ She looked at him flatly.

			‘No,’ replied Ed.

			‘That cultish, jargon-ridden crap they harp on about in IT? We tried it. It was in the Harvard Business Review, so naturally every one of our executives wanted it. Watching one of those,’ she made quotation mark gestures with her fingers, ‘coaches patronise my best engineer about how she’d written something called a story wrong? We gave them the benefit of the doubt for years and got an increase in headcount, post-its, and infuriating corporate babble – but little else. I’m glad we didn’t put that and Azimuth together. You want to take two wrongs and make a right?’

			Ed nodded.

			Tania gave him another look. ‘You’re going to have to do better than that.’ 

			Tania liked Ed. He delivered what he said he’d deliver, especially if it put him in the spotlight. But this was left-of-field, even for him. 

			‘I can,’ he replied. ‘I’ve correlated a number of Azimuth failings to Agile solutions.’ 

			‘It has its own failings, Ed,’ replied Tania. ‘There aren’t any golden tickets.’

			Ed played his golden ticket. 

			‘Irish already did it. Emerald Frontier trimmed its offshore CAPEX by 28 percent in fourteen months. I found out how,’ Ed said, sliding a chart across the desk. ‘Oh, and they got cross-portfolio savings of thirty percent over base estimates, which allowed them to acquire two new fields. They’re already drilling in one of them.’

			‘The CEO’s given us six months to prove it’s viable or he cans it, even if Azimuth’s his baby. Yet I’m sure his retirement won’t be uncomfortable. How do you know about Irish’s new fields?’ 

			‘Come on Tania,’ said Ed. ‘This is Houston. People talk.’ 

			Tania paused, then said, ‘Alright, so your pal over at Irish got loose after a few drinks. That won’t swing it over the board.’

			‘Yup,’ said Ed, prepared, ‘I got some… data from him too. It’s not very detailed, but I shared it with the team, and we worked that into our post-Brescoe report. If we use this data, projections are good for Azimuth.’ 

			Ed produced the report from his bag and put it on Tania’s desk with the precise amount of sass. 

			‘We’re going to need help, but not a big firm, we need to be careful thanks to the mess that Van Elst got herself into with it,’ Tania sighed. ‘I’ll give you a week to figure something out.’ 

			‘I can get a name from Bob,’ replied Ed, who had worked with Tania long enough to anticipate her reply. 

			‘A name from a man called Bob?’ Tania sounded incredulous. 

			‘Quite,’ Ed replied, acknowledging the far-fetched nature of what he was doing. ‘He used to be my professor. He’s now a senior advisor at Irish to their capital projects function.’ 

			‘Alright. Any ideas in a vacuum, I guess.’ 

			Tania had to admit that options were limited. A blaze of glory? She wondered.

			Common sense

			Ed obtained the contact in question over a steak dinner with Bob, in downtown Houston. Ed wrote the name and number on a napkin, and the next morning he called Macy Smithson, booking a meeting with her that week at a neutral-looking cafe near Nexton HQ. 

			‘Is it Azimuth?’ asked Macy, following introductions and a sip of her coffee.

			‘Mmm,’ sighed Tania. ‘Until we’ve got contracts in place, that’s as much as we’re going to tell you.’ 

			‘I understand, it’s a serious project for Nexton.’ 

			‘We need some fresh thinking,’ said Ed, keen to avoid discussing potential unemployment so soon. ‘We think Agile will help Azimuth.’

			Without skipping a beat, Macy replied, ‘Agile won’t. Pragmatism will. All the Agile in the world will fail unless you’ve got these things and they work together.’ 

			Macy drew a diagram in her notebook:
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			Figure 1: A simplified look at goal-setting for a project

			 

			‘Can you explain,’ said Tania, cooly. ‘We’ve a well-documented strategy for Azimuth.’

			Macy nodded. ‘The devil’s in the detail when you execute. Your team needs to know why they’re expected to deliver so they can best use their expertise, which is how to develop the project, and then they’re expected to work together to get it done.’

			‘Uh…’ said Ed. Tania listened. 

			‘Your team can work great together, but if you’re not aligned on why you want to achieve something, you’ll go nowhere fast. You can know why you’re doing it, and work great as a team, but if you’re missing expertise that tells you how to develop it, you’ll never get results.’ 

			‘Why are how to develop the project and how to work as a team separate?’ asked Ed. 

			‘How to develop the project is all about your choices as engineers, strategists and so on. It’s the expertise you and your colleagues use. How to work as a team is all about how you communicate, manage, review and all that.’

			‘That the Agile bit?’ asked Tania.

			Macy thought. ‘Practically, yes. But ideas about responding to change, being adaptable, prioritisation and so on, they pop up subtly in the others too. When you get good at it, you might choose to engineer differently, or strategise more flexibly, but that would be applying what you’ve learned voluntarily. I can’t tell you what your goals are, or how to engineer, and I don’t preach obscure mindsets. I get teams delivering well,’ said Macy, ‘and give you the system for that. You’ve seen the impacts at Irish. It works.’ 

			‘Isn’t that just good project management? In the how to work as a team blob?’ asked Tania. 

			‘It’s like common sense. Rare,’ replied Macy. ‘Textbook PM gives you endless tools, what you need is grip. The same is true for Agile. It’s common sense applied, but nobody wants to buy that. So, it got packaged into something that people would buy.’ 

			Tania looked gruff, ‘We bought it, didn’t we? It was the furthest thing from common sense. The coaches kept carping on about some manifesto like it was the Ten Commandments.’

			‘Yes,’ replied Macy reflectively, ‘it’s not a goal in itself. Treat it lightly, and it’ll work wonders. Try to define it, and it breaks.’

		

	
		
			Field Notes: Chapter 1 – Let’s Do Agile

			Key themes

			This chapter introduces the core tension of the book: agility as a pragmatic delivery method versus Agile as a packaged, jargon-heavy and dogmatic methodology. The Azimuth project is burning cash without results, prompting a last-ditch attempt to reset delivery. It sets the stakes for Azimuth and frames the executive appetite for change as limited, sceptical and politically volatile.

			Clarifications and expansions

			Macy’s diagram draws from systems-thinking and project-alignment logic. She describes three interlocking factors: a shared understanding of why the work matters (strategic intent), clarity on how to deliver it (domain expertise), and how to work together (collaboration systems). This echoes models like the Golden Circle (Sinek, 2009) applied practically to capital project delivery.

			The scepticism toward Agile stems from prior misuse: coaches selling ceremonies without delivery outcomes, which is endemic in the industry. Macy calls this out and instead emphasises grip: clear roles, fast feedback, visible work and coordination tools that suit the engineering context. She distinguishes her approach by grounding it in real execution, which reflects the original intent of such practices and adapts them for physical project environments.

			Practical takeaways

			
			•Agile isn’t a goal: it’s a means to tighter, clearer and faster delivery. Use it flexibly. 

			•Secure a mandate before you start: you need budget, veto power, and one clear decision maker. When pitching change to senior leaders, frame Agile as an experiment: bounded in scope, reversible and backed by precedent.

			•Agree early on impact metrics that matter: time-to-first-gas, $/BOE, and total capex – more broadly, schedule to first production or opening, unit-cost to deliver value (per tonne, per unit, per m²), and total capital outlay – then work backwards.

			•Visual models: like Macy’s three-part diagram, can help align stakeholders around goals, methods and team behaviours – without jargon.

			

			 

			Six months to prove it

			Ed and Tania looked at each other, the clock on the cafe wall noisily slicing time from the six-month deadline.

			‘That ain’t going to go down with engineers,’ replied Tania after a moment. 

			Macy gestured, ‘Back to our diagram. Everyone on the team needs to know what’s in the square boxes and the circles below. If you miss any, you introduce risk. How is all this landing with you?’

			‘I want to know how you’re going to get the team working like clockwork, and what we get when it happens,’ said Tania, brusquely.

			Macy smiled to herself. This was what she did. ‘Let’s use your strategy to agree with the team what you want to achieve and why,’ she said, tapping the diagram. ‘This creates project goals. We need phase goals too. Projects are phased, there’s no getting away from it. We’ll use that alignment to collaboratively create the scope, which is how to develop the project.’ 

			Tania and Ed nodded, so Macy continued, ‘Then there’s how to work as a team. Some of it’ll be familiar, and I hope you’ll find relief in what you’re not going to have to do.’

			‘We spent weeks and weeks putting teams through costly training last time,’ said Tania, ‘I don’t want to repeat that. Nobody used it three months later.’

			‘I’ve seen that happen. I prioritise minimising what team members need to learn before they try things. Training is short and lightweight, allowing us to get into work, rather than schooling everyone in everything. They’ll forget what they don’t use. Following training, we’ll work as a team for let’s say eight weeks, with regular checkpoints. If we’ve not arrived at clarity after eight weeks, then re-evaluate my role. That gives you security in engaging me, and it gives me a chance to respond to your needs as required.’

			Another pause, before Tania said bluntly, ‘This is a risk, Ed.’ She turned to Macy, ‘How do we know your version will work?’

			‘You don’t,’ replied Macy, reasoning Tania had heard hundreds of such sales pitches already, ‘but it does.’ She paused for effect. ‘The approach we will take will de-risk your project, piece by piece, to the extent possible.’ 

			Tania sighed reluctantly and politely dismissed Macy.

			The definition of insanity

			Ed and Tania left the cafe a few moments later. 

			‘Well?’ asked Ed. 

			‘She had good words, but I’ve heard good words before.’ She paused. ‘Her diagram made sense. She didn’t seem to care that much about Agile. Should we call it that? It could be unpopular.’

			‘Focus on what works, not what it’s called?’

			‘Kool-Aid so soon? Only a day or so ago you were saying Agile was the fix. Whatever, I think Hilde Van Elst might have been trying to deliver Agile, but missed the point about evolving the industry.’

			‘I’m keen to know more about scope and vendors,’ said Ed. 

			‘Then let’s have her walk us through setting everything up, and in doing so, that’ll help you build your case to the executive to run the project. Let’s get the paperwork in place, something flexible. I’m not committing yet, but we can explore it.’ 

			‘Now who’s drinking the Kool-Aid,’ said Ed.

			‘Hmph. In the meantime, we have work to do, whether we go with this fluff or not. We’ve contracts and scope to write, contractors to engage, timelines to define, a budget, the whole lot. The executive aren’t going to hand us the same amount of cash again.’

			‘I guess that makes engaging Macy advantageous?’ Ed nudged. 

			‘We could put her fee on my discretionary line.’ 

			‘How do you think the exec will react?’

			‘The jury’s out,’ Tania sighed. ‘Agile and Azimuth were disastrous for us, and they weren’t even related. You’re going to the exec to convince them to do Agile on Azimuth? Are you insane? Dennings will hate it.’ 

			She paused and smiled, ‘Dennings will hate it.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 2 – Let’s Get Ready

			Plans within plans

			A few days later, Macy, Tania and Ed sat in Tania’s office.

			‘I’m impressed with the speed you were able to contract me,’ said Macy.

			‘We’re in a pinch, aren’t we?’ asked Tania, but before Macy could reply, ‘Let’s go through your plan.’

			‘Of course,’ said Macy, plugging her laptop into the projector. ‘You’re in early-phase concept-definition to validate the project and propose how to deliver it. De-risk it. Let’s work through what we need.’ Macy indicated the projection: 
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			Figure 2: Macy’s view on the barebones to start a project.

			 

			‘This is a view of what you need to start. You have what you want to achieve, and why. Tania, you mentioned a project strategy?’ said Macy. 

			Tania nodded, reaching into a drawer in her desk and producing an inch-and-a-half thick ring-bound printout with Azimuth - Our Guiding Star on it, accompanied by dated graphics and Nexton’s logo. A spider had died in the binding. Tania blew it into the trash, alongside a cumulus of dust. 

			Macy took in the heft of it. ‘Let’s not throw out work you already did. The what and why of Azimuth will need consolidating into a one-or-two slide view to help create alignment between leadership and the team,’ said Macy. ‘We need a team first. Once we have one, we can share the goals, run the training, create the scope, name the roles, then we’re good to go. Once you’ve got your team, the rest takes a week or two.’ 

			Ed and Tania looked uncomfortable, ‘Contract before scope?’ asked Ed. 

			Macy was prepared. ‘Let me explain shortly. First, allow me to outline the plan,’ she wrote on the whiteboard:

			
			
			1.Goals: so you know where you’re going

			2.Scope: how to deliver your goals, created with the team

			3.Contracting & team assembly: you need a team, which will involve contracting 

			4.Roles: this helps ensure your team knows who does what 

			5.Training: this gets your team aligned on how to work together

			 

			

			‘I don’t see project manager on roles on your diagram, Macy,’ Ed pointed out.

			‘Don’t worry, those skills will be invaluable, but there are some changes we’ll make to the PM role – not the person – in this phase.’

			The goal... s

			‘Let’s talk about goals,’ began Macy. ‘Alignment on the goals allows us to create the scope with the team.’ 

			‘And you want this on one slide?’ asked Tania. ‘The project has several goals surely, given the survival of the company depends upon it?’ asked Tania.

			‘Sounds like that one’s the goal,’ replied Macy brightly. ‘We need to be real with the team in a way that creates alignment between people who will think about the problem differently. The goal needs to be simple, impactful, and short.’ 

			‘We don’t have that.’ 

			‘You need to create it. Don’t cheat by using a tiny font, and don’t overthink it.’ 

			Tania and Ed looked stumped. 

			With empathy for them, Macy said, ‘Nexton needs to retain the company’s leading footing as a reliable energy producer, and buy time to address the carbon problem. Azimuth is the keystone project in that strategy, right?’ 

			‘That’s about it,’ said Tania. 

			‘So put something like that. Don’t put how you’re going to do it, we’ll figure that out with the team. That’s what the first phase of a project is about.’

			‘Is that all?’ asked Ed.

			‘Nope, there’s a bit more to it. That’s the project goal, the goal of the project when it’s completed. But there are more tangible goals in the short term. You don’t have to put these on the same slide.’ 

			‘Ohhh,’ Tania replied. ‘You’re asking for the desired project outcome to be on that slide.’

			‘Yes. Now, each phase should also have a goal. The phase goals for you are that Nexton needs to know if this project is still a good idea, and if so, the delivery strategy for it. Be candid – write a slide spelling out what the project goal is, then, on another slide, put what you need to achieve in this phase. Having both will create the alignment with the team that’s needed. We’ll use the phase goal to build a scope of work collaboratively.’ 

			‘Right, I see. So, for the phase goal it’s like, complete pre-FEED analyses?’ asked Ed.

			‘Yes and no. You can have a breakdown on another page, which can include pre-FEED analyses, economics, logistics and other aspects to it. But they’re components of the goal, not the goal itself. Be clear with the goals. Put something like, find out if this project is viable, as goal number one, then have a conditional goal, which is if the project is viable, then define a delivery strategy for it.’ 

			‘A five-year-old could run with that.’ 

			‘Yes. Spell it out in plain language. It helps reduce ambiguity.’

			Phase breakdown

			‘Can you explain what’s in your head about phases, Macy?’ asked Tania, ‘We have six phases in our Nexton Project Delivery Framework.’ 

			‘Industrial companies split projects into phases, from the first whiff of an idea through to decommissioning,’ replied Macy.

			‘Are we going to have to set goals for each of these phases?’ asked Tania.

			‘Sort of,’ replied Macy. ‘The project goal remains constant. Once you and Ed have summarised that 200-page document into a sentence,’ she added lightly, ‘that’s the project goal until you finish the project or decide that it should be cancelled.’ 

			‘But phase goals, do we need goals for each one?’ 

			‘Yes. I think there are only three phases we’re concerned with. They go something like this,’ as Macy made bullets on the whiteboard, explaining each:

			
			
			•Design phase: should we do the project? 

			•Detail phase: write the instruction manual to build it 

			•Delivery phase: let’s build it 

			 

			

			‘The design phase validates the project goal. You won’t necessarily know if it’s worthwhile until you explore it. You’ll need to run the economics, analyse geology, work sketches and so on, keeping focused on the big question – should we do it?’ 

			‘The detail phase is when all the details and plans to deliver the project are created. This is the drawings, schedules and perhaps some contracts ready to commence building. It’s less exploratory than the design phase, as you know what you’re doing now. The goal is to write the instructions to build the project.’ 

			‘Finally, we’ll call this the delivery phase. This is where you go and build it. The goal for this phase is to operationalise the project, to switch it on.’

			‘Makes sense,’ said Ed, looking contemplative. ‘What do we do with our existing framework?’

			‘Use it!’ replied Macy with a laugh. ‘I’m not here to throw away what’s working for you. You’ll still have to pass assurance. I’m not qualified or insured to meddle with that. Remember,’ she added, ‘this isn’t a decision-making framework, you already have that. This is a mechanism for you to deliver the information that you use to decide.’ 
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			Figure 3: Projects often follow a phased approach with phase gates governing progression. Work contexts differ in three ways as the project progresses, which forms the foundation of Macy’s approach.

			Scope isn’t certainty

			‘Let’s talk scope,’ said Macy, returning following a break. 

			‘You implied the team comes up with it, and that we contract before we have it. I don’t like that at all,’ said Tania. ‘The consultants we’ve worked with before have always given us clarity on scope.’ 

			Ed nodded. But agreeing on scope usually saw the project manager running around for weeks or months, connecting contractors with consultants and in-house specialists, and building a Gantt chart of who was supposed to do what, and when. These parties were rarely in the same room. 

			Macy replied, ‘Writing contracts based on a fixed scope that was made up with limited knowledge of the project or capabilities needed, is either a recurring way of spending money and not getting much for it; or, prevaricating until your risk tolerance is high enough to issue a scope that you all know is going to change within days of commencement. Instead, we’re going to use the expertise of each team member – including the contractors – to create the scope. It takes a few days, we do it with everyone all in the same place, and there’s checks and balances. It’s probably not that different in person-hours, but you get everyone across it, and you get to go sooner. Now, did anyone read the strategy comprehensively enough to write a good scope?’

			‘Um,’ replied Ed. Tania looked away. He thought about what Macy said. ‘We get the contractors to write the scope? That seems like asking for pricey contractors to tell us what to do.’

			‘Does it? Is it such a strange idea?’ asked Macy. ‘All contractors, me included, will sell you on their expertise. So, turn around and say, go on then, use it. Tell me how we’ll solve this problem, together. That’s the key part, together, in a structured session.’ 

			She paused to let it sink in. ‘Also, scope can change as we progress. Why would you fix the scope when you’re unsure about how to achieve your goals?’ she asked rhetorically. ‘You’re just asking for pricey contractor change orders all the time. The goal is fixed; the scope isn’t.’

			There was another awkward pause. ‘Good thing I issued a proposed scope to Forrest. It’s provisional until contracts are in place,’ said Ed, nervously. 

			Macy softened. ‘If the team is aligned on the goals, and they’ve created the scope together, then they’re aligned on both what you want to achieve and how to develop the project. This shared understanding means they get places very quickly.’ 

			‘And how do we know if that’s right?’ replied Ed.

			Macy gave him a look, ‘Ed, what did you study?’

			‘Advanced hydraulics,’ he said.

			‘Excellent. Between me and, say, a geologist at Nexton, who do you think is better to write the scope for the geology needed for this project?’

			‘The geologist,’ replied Tania and Ed in unison.

			‘Let’s flip that. How would you feel if someone with, say, a degree in geology asked you if your suggestions were right?’

			Ed composed himself, ‘Well, I guess we’d have to have a conversation about it.’ 

			‘Exactly,’ she said. ‘Imagine telling the rest of the team what your ideas were on how to develop the project, and them telling you their ideas too. This makes that conversation happen, surfacing all the disagreements and questions.’

			‘I want to see it,’ he replied, curious. 

			‘Great. That’s the scope creation session that’s in my plan. But we need a team first, which means we need to talk contracting.’

			Time and materials

			‘Our project is particularly complex,’ replied Ed. ‘What bearing does that have on contracting?’ 

			‘Yes, early phases are rife with ambiguity. Rigid contracts are fatal.’ 

			‘Time and materials, then? The contractors will love it,’ replied Tania, sighing. ‘Do you know how much their rates differ for T&M?’

			‘They might change their tune later,’ Macy said.

			‘Why?’ asked Ed. 

			‘It eliminates change requests. You shouldn’t need them unless project goal changes radically. You pay for expertise to solve a problem. The way you solve it is subject to change,’ said Macy.

			‘Procurement and legal will have an aneurism,’ said Tania.

			‘Flexible contracts plus kill clauses beat ballooning change orders. Your delivery practices become the insurance, and you get what you want. That’s what they should do, right? You’ll have regular, formal checkpoints, and you can terminate the contract within agreed reason,’ said Macy.

			‘Er, yes,’ said Ed, ‘being able to terminate is a worst-case scenario,’ he added.

			‘That’s no different than normal. Now, the team will be mixed – contractors and Nexton folks – working together. This significantly reduces that risk. You’re with the contractor all the time. Your time and materials contract should enable changes to your team, too,’ replied Macy. 

			‘Right. You’re saying we’ll pay contractors, in good faith, for their time while they invent the scope and we agree to it? And the insurance is that we’re in the same room?’ replied Ed, looking faint. 

			‘Yes,’ replied Macy, unfazed, ‘and that’s better. In an RFP process, you’re asking contractors what they think the scope should be, then accepting whatever you think is best. In this case, we’re saying, come create the scope with us, and we’ll pay you for that, then together we’ll deliver what we’ve come up with, and we’ll pay you for that, too. You’re paying three extra days’ worth of their time, which is trivial compared to the benefit from the alignment that happens when you co-create scope.’ 

			‘I’m really struggling to wrap my head around how there’s no guarantees, nothing with which we could arm ourselves contractually, should something bad happen.’

			‘There are as many as you would have normally. Even if you write down the scope, it doesn’t guarantee what’s delivered. Misalignment on scope is the leading cause of budgets becoming works of fiction. In this approach, you accept the scope is subject to change and spend time creating a shared vision on how to achieve the goals, which is different from handing a contractor a scope and having them interpret it.’ 

			Tania was enjoying the exchange. 

			‘You’re saying that you’ll own the ambiguity of it, because as the client you should. You can’t be certain what the scope is right now, because you don’t know yourselves. Therefore, you’re alleviating risk by engaging in a time and materials contract.’ 

			‘Then, how do we persuade procurement this is a good idea? There’s less certainty and more cost,’ asked Ed. 

			‘That’s the bet you’re making. Using this approach will help you arrive at a better decision, faster, and that’ll pay for itself when factoring in both my fee and T&M rates,’ replied Macy. 

			Both Tania and Ed sat for a moment in thoughtful silence. 

			‘We’ll still need break clauses,’ added Tania after a moment.

			‘So have them. They’re a good idea.’ 

			‘There’s no magic Agile solution to contracting?’ asked Ed.

			‘Nope. There’s one more thing I think you should consider.’ 

			‘What’s that?’ asked Tania.

			‘Engage your likely delivery partners early, ideally now,’ replied Macy.

			‘Delivery partners? You meant the contractors to build the thing?’

			‘Yes, dedicated participation from them.’

			‘It’s our policy to tender at every stage, rather than retain one contractor throughout. It gives us market competitiveness,’ replied Ed, proudly.

			‘Borrow the quality-at-source idea from Deming and Japanese manufacturing,’ replied Macy, ‘and retain knowledge throughout your project delivery. When you’re on site, you’ll have access to the same minds, the same people that did the drawings, or designed the strategy with you. You can still change contracts, even if you retain the same people. You can make the argument about competitiveness, but when you factor in change requests, handovers, changing contractors and having the new ones throw out what the last ones did, then you end up with considerable savings and a higher quality result because your knowledge base doesn’t vanish with every phase, it grows. Pick a good supplier and stick with them.’

			Ed had a lightbulb moment, ‘So, we use contractual flexibility depending on our needs at a given stage?’

			‘You’re getting good at this,’ replied Macy. ‘I just want to be clear that insurance and process don’t stop bad things happening. But I would say that the framework we’re going to use will shine a light quickly. It’s the combination of great people, supported by a flexible framework, that’ll make it work.’

			‘Forrest will like it,’ said Tania after a pause.

			‘Yes, I’d like to work with Clementine again,’ said Ed, ‘I think this will be interesting for him and his team.’ 

			Tania reflected, before saying, ‘Ed, we made many of these errors last time. I don’t know where to begin. You remember we re-tendered the subsea contractors midway through the third month? That meant we reissued a revised scope anyway. If only we’d built dealing with that into the project.’ She shrugged, before adding ‘And the break clause idea is good.’

			‘The Nexton Project Delivery Framework didn’t stop Gary wasting all that time and money,’ agreed Ed, and after a short pause asked, ‘What’s next?’

			‘Team and roles,’ replied Macy.

			Make it simple to make it big

			‘So, who should be in the team?’ asked Ed keenly. 

			‘Well, who would you have normally?’ replied Macy. 

			Ed went to the whiteboard and listed them:

			
			
			•Petroleum engineers, mining & piping engineers, civil & structural engineers

			•Environmental scientists, ecologists, geologists

			•Economists, risk analysts, legal advisors, regulatory specialists 

			•Community liaison officers, data analysts, technology specialists, supply chain and logistics, project management.

			 

			

			‘I’m guessing you have more than one person in each role, even at this stage of a project?’ said Macy. ‘Irish did.’ 

			‘We do. There were fifty-seven people, and we tripped over ourselves in the complexity of it,’ replied Ed. 

			Macy thought quickly. ‘We need to balance decisiveness with scale and complexity. Asking that many people to come to a decision in any context is ——’ 

			‘About as comfortable as peeling your own eyeballs,’ Tania said.

			Macy continued, ‘But fifteen – fully allocated, trained in only the necessary bits of Agile, and representing the knowledge needed to make great decisions? Much more effective, and you avoid having to please fifty people.’ 

			‘What about everyone else?’ asked Ed. ‘Are we isolating Agile to the fifteen?’

			‘If they’re not on the core fifteen, they don’t cease to exist. Everyone else can sit in training or a weekly advisory pool, and you can delegate some task execution beyond the core decision team. We’re chasing sharp decisions, not a grand Agile transformation.’
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			Figure 4: Engagement in the framework according to group and role, in descending volume of engagements

			 

			‘Last time we did Agile, they made a big fuss about some scaled framework,’ said Tania. ‘Are you confident yours is going to work?’

			‘If you’re dealing with a complex project, you don’t want your project management to be a headache as well, which those scaled frameworks are,’ she replied. ‘The simpler the framework the better, and your teams will copy it because it’s easy and it works.’

			‘Who leads all this?’ asked Ed. 

			‘You do, alongside the decision maker role, who needs to be someone with gravitas, experience and decisiveness in the organisation,’ replied Macy. 

			After a moment, Tania said, ‘I’ve got some names for that role. I’m getting there. I think we should put this in front of the execs. Ed what do you think?’

			‘It’s different than I expected, and I still want to talk about project managers,’ replied Ed. ‘But I agree. Macy, can you help me write a plan for how we go forward?’ replied Ed.

			‘Of course. Ed, let’s work on that together, and let’s do it in as light a way as possible. It’ll help me understand the challenges you faced in the last attempt too. Let’s also have coffee and talk project managers tomorrow,’ said Macy.

			Projects and management

			The next morning, Macy and Ed met for coffee. 

			‘So, what about my job?’ asked Ed.

			Given what she’d heard about Nexton, Macy sympathised. 

			‘In this high-ambiguity phase, we split the PM role in three. First, there’s managing contractors, assembling the team, the burn rate and the administration. That part of the role we put outside the team’s concerns. This means the people doing the work don’t need to worry about that part of your role. It’s not useful to them.’

			‘Alright, so I still have that responsibility?’

			‘Yes. It’s not a small part either. Finding the right contractors and navigating the budget don’t disappear. The other two parts, the team sees. In this phase, ideally, we have two different people doing them. We have a process owner and a decision maker.’

			‘Which one am I going to do?’ asked Ed, gingerly.

			‘Admin stays with you, Ed, the process owner keeps the team humming, and the decision maker owns technical calls and money,’ said Macy. ‘You’ll work great as a process owner.’
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			Figure 5: Macy’s summary of the foundational project delivery requirements

			 

			‘Why separate them?’ asked Ed, puzzled.

			‘To try and avoid a conflict inside the role that’s acute in this phase,’ she replied. ‘We want to split responsibility for process from responsibility for what is produced.’

			‘How is it a conflict?’ asked Ed, looking slighted. 

			‘How is it not?’ she asked calmly, before adding, ‘the person who is deciding why things happen is also deciding what should happen. That means they can run the project however suits them. In some cases, that’s meant massaging the project scope, timeline and so on, to suit their own agenda. In this phase, that’s like taking candy from a baby, because the scope is unclear.’

			‘You’re saying project managers are corrupt?’

			‘I’m saying they’re human. Look, at Oxide Mining they tied bonuses to phase-gates. A $10 million by-product plant advanced just to keep pay cheques flowing, even after the economics proved it would lose money. That’s why the same person can’t run process and approve scope. Their default idea wasn’t, I should tell management that this is a bad idea. It was I need to find another way to make this work. I’m not saying corruption, but I am saying risk. Does that sound familiar to you?’

			Ed remained quiet. Nexton incentivised on project progression, since project completion was largely out of the control of any one person. Yet, he’d seen Gary Brescoe’s manoeuvres in the last attempt at Azimuth, and what Macy was saying made him wonder. 

			‘Oxide leadership intervened when one of the braver engineers just came out with it. He got promoted, actually, pretty much because of that. Oxide overhauled incentives and they changed what project managers could and couldn’t do in the early phases of projects.’

			‘I … see,’ said Ed. 

			‘Think about it this way. It’s not a project yet, we’re asking if it should be. I’m not saying don’t have a PM, I’m saying clearly define roles.’

			‘Hmm,’ said Ed. ‘So, I handle process. And the decision maker handles …?’

			‘What is produced, which are decisions in this case.’

			‘What about financials?’

			‘Some of that’s project administration, handled by you and Tania, like team costs and contractor agreements. But the actuals of delivering the project will remain unclear until well into the first phase, and even then, they’re not set in stone. Those financials should be treated as decisions to be made, so sit with the decision maker.’

			Ed nodded. 

			Macy continued, ‘The same is true for timelines. Immediate timelines are going to be quite clear, running this phase will be weeks or months. But the overall project timeline will be both a decision to be made and a factor in other decisions, and the team will iterate on that until you have enough certainty.’ 
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			Figure 6: Timeline and cost are recursively influential on each other, so it’s best to get to clarity quickly before the loop balloons them both.

			 

			She paused, before adding, ‘Think of it like this. If you don’t know the answer, or the decision is yet to be made, then it’s the decision maker who handles it.’

			‘Got it,’ said Ed. ‘Tania will want to remain close to the project. I’ll help her. Macy, you can help me in this process owner role,’ he brightened, a little forcibly. ‘Sounds like I’ve got a bit less to do then. A project janitor.’

			Macy smiled inwardly, ‘not exactly, process ownership is a key leadership role, you’ll see why.’ 

			They finished their coffee and headed to a briefing with Tania.

			‘We’ve got fifteen minutes before we check in with Tania. Would you mind if I checked our discussion points for today?’ asked Macy as they neared Tania’s office. 

			‘Go ahead,’ replied Ed. ‘I’ve got a separate issue I’ll run by Tania in the meantime.’

			The janitor

			It wasn’t a separate issue. 

			‘You look concerned, Ed,’ said Tania.

			‘I am. There’s no PM role in the first phase, Macy said.’

			Tania rolled her eyes. ‘Ed,’ she said, rubbing her temples, ‘Macy said it’s a leadership role. You made this bed, now lay in it. You need to have faith in your own plan. This’ll demand people act differently, so don’t go acting so surprised when those same demands come to you. Let me be the sceptical one. Look sharp, here she comes.’ Tania sat back.

			How does this de-risk the project?

			‘How does your approach de-risk the project?’ asked Ed, as Macy returned to Tania’s office.

			‘There are four ways,’ replied Macy. 

			
			
			1.Stop any time

			2.Optimising iteration

			3.Maximum visibility

			4.Highest value outcomes

			 

			

			‘One. Contractually, you’re set up so that you can stop almost anytime. As you say, that’s the worst-case scenario, but it means you have control. You can stop, review and start again if you need to, or you can stop entirely if the project looks like it won’t deliver on expectations. You’re not binding yourself to paying for a project that won’t work for you. 

			‘Two, the high frequency and structure of communication mean you’ll have plenty of opportunity to review progress and amend course, and therefore you can iterate toward an optimal outcome. And because you’re contractually set up for flexibility, course changes aren’t cost-incurring. You’ll see how this works when we get into it. 

			‘Three. Breaking down the work, part of scope creation, means you’ll have maximum visibility into the scope. This means you can remove wasted effort and focus on what you need. 

			‘Four, prioritisation and regular planning means focusing on the highest value thing soonest. Alongside your flexible contracts, the ability to stop easily and your ability to alter course easily, this supports constant optimising toward highest benefit outcomes, and has the added bonus that you could achieve your decision point before you complete your proposed scope.’

			‘What about a plan? I hear about regular planning, but not about an actual plan,’ said Ed. 

			‘There are a few ways we can show plans, including using traditional ones like you’re used to. However, plans don’t de-risk projects of themselves. Occasionally they do the opposite, by giving you a simplistic view of a complex thing, which can lead to a false sense of security.’ 

			‘So, are you saying we’re not planning?’

			‘Not at all. We’re going to plan a lot. Both up front, and then continuously. It’s the best of both worlds.’ 

			‘I’m going to have to see it,’ replied Tania. ‘It sounds … too good to be true.’ 

			‘Common sense often does,’ replied Macy. 

			The trio continued to discuss final preparations.

			Bring intent

			Mindful the rumour mill was already in full swing, Tania sent an invite to the executive to convene. Ed and Macy went to a nearby whiteboard to work on preparing a plan for the executives to endorse.

			Macy began. ‘Let’s start with what do the exec want to know?’ She wrote three bullets on the board: 

			
			
			•What happened with Azimuth from your perspective? 

			•What Azimuth could be? 

			•Your plan to get there. 

			 

			

			‘The first point will be as valuable to them as an external consultant analysis, for the more candid view. The second is the strategy, and this is a good opportunity to practice your condensed project goal. Put your passion into it.’

			‘Lastly, what’s the plan, why is it better, and what do you need?’

			‘Clear and simple. A lot of this is in my team’s report. We can use that,’ replied Ed. 

			‘Excellent. Who will be there?’ asked Macy. 

			Ed opened Tania’s invite on his laptop, ‘Ricardo De Leon, who runs that side of the world. Sandrine Nicholls, VP Quality and Assessments. Patrick Hassler, GM capital projects for APAC, who reports to De Leon. They like to see things get done right, and don’t have an opinion on Agile.’

			‘I feel there’s more?’

			Ed raised his eyebrows and continued, ‘Taylor Dennings, VP for strategy and development, and his direct report, Hilde Van Elst. She spearheaded our last attempt at Agile. It didn’t go well. As Tania said, we ended up spending too much money and upsetting a lot of good people. From what I hear, it was exhausting.’

			‘Then why did you come to me?’

			‘We need this project to succeed, and to deliver it differently. Irish already did it, and if there’s one thing that Nexton executives hate it’s being late to the party. We’re used to being the party, choosing the music. Azimuth was supposed to poke Irish and their fancy ways of working in the eye, show the world that the way we roll is still relevant. But Irish succeeded, and we didn’t get off the block. That upset a few people and put Anderson Stanley in the crosshairs.’ 

			‘The CEO? Why?’ she asked. 

			‘Azimuth was his baby, his strategy. When things started to go wrong, we ditched the consultants as the fall-guys, but he’s still exposed. This’ll be a tricky meeting for him.’ Ed sighed, recalling Tania’s two wrongs to make
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