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Learning Outcomes

At the end of this talk, participants shall:

 Understand the limitations of the triple constraint of time, cost, quality

 Appreciate the role of time in project success assessment

 Apply key success models through cases of fuzzy projects
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Agenda

Introduction

 Projects are on the rise, yet success is hard to come by and gauge 

 How and when is a project a success: The Triple Constraint revisited

 Fuzzy project success

 A 4 by 4 matrix for assessing project success over time

 PMI Reframing Project Success

 The 3D approach to project success and a Call for Action

Conclusion
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W E  L I V E  I N  A  P R O J E C T  S O C I E T Y  A N D  
E C O N O M Y  W H E R E  P R O J E C T S  H E L P  

C R E A T E  T H E  F U T U R E

Projects: A Quintessential 
Commodity to Create the Future

Prof. Ika@ PMI Western Michigan 2025

4



A Michigan fuzzy project?
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But not all projects are created equal…
Some are fuzzy!
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T I M E  O V E R R U N S ,  C O S T  B L O W O U T S ,  B E N E F I T  
U N D E R R U N S ,  S T A K E H O L D E R  D I S M A Y ,  

S U S T A I N A B I L I T Y  S H O R T F A L L S

But Success is Hard to Come by and 
Difficult to Gauge, Especially in Fuzzy 

Projects!
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Many projects underperform all over the world for a 
slew of reasons
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Managerial, contextual and 
institutional problems
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And many of these projects experience cost overruns all over the 
world
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And projects are not immune to failure even when led 
by people known for their success…
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Failure Success

 “Failure is one of the 
most dreaded words in 
the English language. 
The very idea of failing is 
enough to stop people in 
their tracks. It can  cause 
the majority to simply 
pack up, turn around, 
and retreat without even 
trying.” (Manz, 2001, pp. 
1-2)

 “Success on the other 
hand, is  nearly a magical 
idea for most people. The 
possibility of succeeding 
or becoming a “success” 
is almost mythical 
pursuit. People love to be 
labeled a success and will 
often sacrifice greatly to 
achieve this end.” (Manz, 
2001, pp. 1-2)

Indeed, while failure is orphan, success is mythical!
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Do you recognize this project?
Success or failure?
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Do you recognize this project? Success 
or failure?
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Do you recognize this project?
 Success or failure?
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Do you recognize this project? Success 
or failure?
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Nothing succeeds like success but the 
notion remains elusive… (1)
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 “There are few topics in the field of project management that are so frequently 
discussed and yet so rarely agreed upon as the notion of project success” (Pinto 
& Slevin, 1988, p. 67).
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Nothing succeeds like success, but the 
notion remains elusive… (2)
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  “Decades of research demonstrate that practitioners and scholars may have only 

a vague notion of what project success is and thus settle for conflicting or 
inaccurate attributions of this still-elusive phenomenon…Thus, it remains 
challenging to devise a parsimonious success model that key stakeholders, 
internal and external, can minimally agree upon. “ (Ika & Pinto, 2022, p. 835)
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Nothing succeeds like success but the 
notion remains elusive…(3)
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 “A success is just that – a success. It is something that works well for a variety of 
reasons, not the least of which may be luck. But a true success often works 
precisely because engineers thought first about failure. Indeed, one simple 
definition of success might be the obviation of failure.” (Petroski, 2013, p. 24)
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And Project Success Changes over Time (See Ika & Saint-Macary, 2023)

Project plan failure but 
business case success

Hiding Hand?

 Sydney Opera

    (14 times budget, 11 years late)

 Hoosac Tunnel

 Rideau Canal

 Etc…

Project plan success but 
business case failure

 LA Red Line Metro

 Chad-Cameroon Pipeline (1993-
2004)

 $ 4 billion Addis Ababa Railway

 Etc…

Prof. Ika@ PMI Western Michigan 2025
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And Project Success Changes over Time (See Ika& Saint-Macary, 2023)

All-around success 

 Golden Gate Bridge

 Empire State Building

 The Guggenheim Museum Bilbao

 Etc…

Outright failure

Planning Fallacy?

 Ciudad Real Airport

 A 380

 $ 8 billion Ajaokuta Steel Mill

 Etc…

Prof. Ika@ PMI Western Michigan 2025
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Here is John’s story:
A tale of a challenged yet successful PhD…

Bad news: PM failure

 Joint PhD program
 3 years late; over budget
 One more course to complete!
 Lost 2 years with CIDA
 Access to data nearly impossible
 Two PhD committees!
 Then, thesis rejection by a reviewer; 

one more year!
 Both reviewer and PhD supervisor ill
 No clue what the reviewer wanted!
 Had to take on SEM alone with no 

guarantee it does the trick 
 Issues with the format of the thesis 

per articles
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Lavagnon IKA, a little background

• Full Prof., Program Director, MSc., Telfer, uOttawa

• World Bank Fellow, Extra Professor, uPretoria; Carnegie Fellow

• Associate Editor, top IJPM and CJDS

• Board Member PMI and IPMA Academic Insights Team

• Taught in Canada, Australia, France, Benin, SA, Algeria, Lebanon, Morocco, Tunisia, etc

• Visiting Prof Skema Business School, France; Swinburne, Aus., TJuT, China, GIMPA

• PMI David Cleland Book of the Year 2024

• APM Researcher Award Finalist 2023

• IPMA Researcher Award Winner 2017, 2022

• Emerald Best PM Paper Award 2017

• Telfer’s Researcher Award 2017, 2022

• IPMA Young Research Award Winner 2012

• Emerald Highly Commended PM Paper 2011

• External Panel Advisory Member, 2023 Work Bank Project Performance Report

• Lead Scholar for 2024 PMI Reframing Project Succes

• Consultant and workshop instructor for Transport Can, CRA, TBS, 

     Global Affairs Canada, ACBF/World Bank
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PMI Reframing Project Success
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PMI Global Research
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Eight combinations of three success dimensions for the 

assessment of project success over time (Ika & Pinto, 2022)
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A four-dimensional (Tesseract) model of project 

success (Ika & Pinto, 2022)
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Projects are fuzzy 3 key perspectives

 Rational: Iron triangle of 
time, cost, quality

 Political: Executives, 
clients and other powerful 
stakeholder expectations

 Psychosocial: Project 
team members’ 
expectations

The 3D Approach to Project Success
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 3 dimensions of a project

Rational 

Perspective 

("The Mandate")

Political 

Perspective

("The 
Principals")

Psychosocial 

Perspective

("The Agents")



3 overarching dimensions of 
success

Definitions

 Efficiency 
(Outputs/Inputs): Doing 
things right

 Effectivenes 
(Outcomes):

    Doing the right things

 Effectivity (Impacts): 
Doing the best things for all

The 3D Project Success Assessment

Prof. Ika@ PMI Western Michigan 2025
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Project Success Operates Across Systems
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Project

(System 2)

Sponsor / Principal

Organization

(System 1a)

Beneficiaries

(System 3)

EffectivityEfficiency Effectiveness

Inputs Transformation Outputs Outcomes

Impacts

Delivery Organizations

and Partners

(Systems 1b, 1c… )

Formal links

Informal links

Legend 

Society
(System 4)



A 3D project success assessment for 
the Big Dig project
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World Bank project success  

Prof. Lavagnon Ika@ PMI Evolve, 8 Nov. 2024

 Types: infra; gov.; health, edu., etc. 

  Over 2,800 projects appraised 
between 1960 and 2019

 Project success scale: highly, 
moderately satisfactory,

 satisfactory, moderately 
unsatisfactory, and highly 
unsatisfactory) 

 About 82% projects are deemed 
successful
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In Particular, How Do We Measure World Bank Project Success? 
(Ika, 2015, 2018; Ika et al., 2012)

Project Success Measures

Project Management Success (PM Success) 
                 

Project was completed on time (efficiency/time)

Project met its objectives (effectiveness /objectives)

Project budget was well managed  (efficiency/cost)

International Development Success (Impact or Del Success)
                

Project objectives are suited to country needs (relevance country)

Project objectives are suited to beneficiaries’ needs (relevance beneficiaries)

Project built institutional capacity within the country (impact)

Project results will continue after the project ends (sustainability)

Prof. Ika@ PMI Western Michigan 2025
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Do Major Projects Really Deliver (Ika, 2015, 2018)

34
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Experience

Coordination

R2=.48 

Design 

R2=.73

Training 

R2=.40

Monitoring 

R2=.68

Budget

PM Success 

R2=.80

Del Success  

R2=.46

SUP CSF

N.s.

N.s.

N.s.

N.s.

.83

.69

.85

.63

.89



There is a need for project success criteria for grand challenge 
projects (Patton, 2021; Ika & Munro, 2024)
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Transformation criteria are needed 
including the extent the project:

employs adaptive view of 
sustainability

uses systems thinking principles 
and complexity concepts

Fosters systems-level EDI



A Call for Action
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Pick up a project you were involved in and discuss:

 How is success currently defined and measured?

 How might your success criteria change going forward (cf. the 3D or 3E approach)?

 What resistance might you face in applying a broader view of project success?
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F I N A L  W O R D S

Conclusion
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My email: Ika@telfer.uottawa.ca
Twitter: @Lavagnon
LinkedIn: Lavagnon Ika | LinkedIn

mailto:Ika@telfer.uottawa.ca
https://www.linkedin.com/in/lavagnon-ika-11235219/?locale=en_US
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