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The two changes that will transform the 
performance of your capex projects 

Thank you for your interest in a radical, yet common-sense approach that will 

deliver your capital and construction (capex) projects … 

• On-time, in less time; 

• On-budget, at lower cost; and 

• Without compromising on scope, quality or risk. 

 

 

In this report, you will discover two techniques for managing construction and capex projects that 

have been proven to deliver projects significantly faster, cheaper, and more reliably than is the 

norm today. 

But they have not yet become mainstream in the industry.  Not because they don't work, but 

because they are different.   

• Different from how most people were trained.   

• Different from how projects have been managed for decades.   

• Different from how senior managers have insisted their teams do things. 

• Different from how our software works. 

If you are keen to innovate and try something different, then this report could well be the most 

value-adding 14 pages that you have ever read.   

I have to warn you though, getting major results from these improvements is no small task.  This 

is not because the techniques you will learn about are complex – in fact they will simplify things.  

But you cant just add them to your current approaches.  They require you to drive cultural change 

throughout your organisation.  

But if you're ready to make the changes, the impact can be huge. 

 

 

  

Ian Heptinstall 

…

Einstein reputedly said that insanity is doing the same thing 

over-and-over again, and expecting a different result. 

But isn’t this exactly what we have been doing in the 

construction and capital projects sectors for decades? 
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Something is not quite right in the world of capex projects. 

Despite the significant investment in training and technology, there has been no noticable 

improvement in the statistics – most projects fail to finish when planned, or to cost what was 

budgeted. 

 

Of course, this is not news.  But given that most projects today struggle to achieve their 

targets, how can I claim that I can not only improve delivery reliability, but reduce the duration 

and cost of projects at the same time? 

The answer lies in identifying and addressing the root causes of today’s problems. 

There must be something systemic wrong with how projects are managed today.  Otherwise 

we would be able to treat each issue as a separate problem, fix it, and performance would 

improve.  But this hasn’t worked.   

My research and analysis has allowed me to identify the root causes of almost all the issues 

that projects suffer from today. 

1. How we contract the main project suppliers and contractors. 

2. How projects are planned and how progress is managed. 

Changing how clients select and contract with their main suppliers, and then changing how 

projects plan and manage the execution of their work, needs to change. 

This is not change-for-changes sake.   

Project clients can double their return-on-investment, through the combination of reduced 

costs and shorter project durations.  

Project contractors and suppliers can double their profits, delivering more projects with the 

same resources, at greater margins. 

In the following pages, I will outline the exact changes you can make to bring about these 

improvements.  And you wont be at the bleading edge of innovation – both my core 

recommendations have been proven and developed over 20 years.  

Why change what we do today? 
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Making big improvements from changing just two things about how capex projects are 

procured and managed, may seem overly simplistic.  If it’s that easy, why isn’t everybody 

doing it already? 

Why wouldn’t a project client implement a method that could double their return-on-

investment, halve the time it takes to break even, deliver more projects for the same 

investment of money and resources? 

Why wouldn’t a main contractor want to double their profit margin on projects?  

The two underpinning concepts presented in this report are simple to understand and seem 

like common-sense.  They have been successfully used for decades to drive step changes in 

project performance.  But that doesn’t mean they are easy to implement.  

It is in implementation where the difficulty arises, and why their use in capex projects is still 

rare today.     

Without making organisation-wide changes to the internal rules, procedures, measures and 

culture, it is very unlikely that the long-term potential of this idea will be achieved. 

As an example, Balfour Beatty, a UK-based contractor piloted one of the changes we 

recommend in the mid 1990’s.  The results were outstanding.  Four road projects were 

completed significantly faster than planned.  Profit margins were achieved and bettered, 

despite the usual array of changes and unexpected problems, and without damaging the 

client relationship. 

By any measure this pilot was a success.  But within a few years, the learning was lost in the 

company.  The business improvement team that drove the initiative was disbanded, and its 

members returned to their day-jobs, working for project managers who liked the way they did 

things just fine.  There was no requirement from the top of the organisation to build on the 

learning from the successful pilots.  So the knowhow faded away… 

Good ideas very rarely spread like wildfire.  Far too often, they are extinguished by the existing 

culture, processes and measures!   

–

Making the two changes is not a technical issue.  But 

exploiting them long-term involves organisational change. 

The upside of this is that your major competitors will not be 

able to easily copy you when they notice your improved 

performance! 

Simple but not Easy 
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Whilst the two techniques described on the following pages can be used separately, their 

real power is when used in combination 

• Firstly, establish a truly collaborative project team by using a “Project Alliance” 

contract, and then 

• Secondly to ensure this collaborative team delivers a project better than they 

otherwise could by using “Critical Chain Project Management” 

 

They both build on a key underpinning assumption, that: 

A collaborative team delivers significantly better results than  

one where the team members work independently. 

This is an idea that we all understand intuitively, and which is supported by a significant body 

of research.  Collaborative teams deliver better results, particularly in situations requiring 

problem solving under pressure and creativity.   

Whilst you will recognise the ‘problem solving under pressure’ aspect, you might ask whether 

we need ‘creativity’ on run-of-the mill capex projects.   

I think we definitely do!  Even so-called simple projects can benefit from creativity and 

innovation, for example to find a better way to do something, reduce risks, shorten the 

schedule, or save money. 

However, most capex projects do not establish a great collaborative team.  Far from it! 

This has nothing to do with the willingness of the people working on the project to get along, 

or an innate inability to collaborate. The main obstacle preventing team-wide collaboration is 

the way we select and contract with the key members of the project supply chain. 

High performing teams should be put together as early as possible, roles defined with 

minimal overlap, and the team should be driven by a common goal, and with clear, shared 

performance measures. 

So what do we do on most projects?  The opposite:  Contractors and suppliers are involved 

relatively late on, and each member has a separate contract with different performance 

measures and clashing commercial goals.   

A collaborative team will deliver better results than a 

disconnected group of competent individuals. 

The common approaches to selecting and managing capex 

project teams do not encourage collaboration. 

The idea in outline 
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Even with a genuine desire to work together across the project team, there is a problem in 

most projects.   

The contracts used to engage the supply chain – whether between the client and their first-

tier suppliers, or the first-tier and their supply chain – are in general not collaborative in 

nature.  If things go wrong they require there to be someone to blame, and to pay for the 

error.  

This fuels mistrust, which in turn inhibits good teamwork.  Many of the issues can be boiled 

down to a simple personal dilemma for the people working on the project. 

• Do I do what will help the project to be more successful, OR 

 

• Do I do what helps my employer – the person who pays my salary – to be more 

successful? 

Very often these are often mutually exclusive – you have to choose one and can’t do both.  It 

is not surprising that when faced with a choice, most of us would come down on the side of 

the organisation that pays our salary, and helps keep our families fed and housed. 

The way around this is to ensure that the contracts that bind the client to the main project 

suppliers are collaborative in nature.  And usually this involves abandoning the belief that 

fixed-price contracts are the best way to ensure value-for-money.  There are several 

approaches to collaborative contracting (also known as relational contracting).  The one I 

recommend for most capex projects is the Project Alliance. 

In essence, a project alliance it is a multi-party contract that binds the client and one or more 

members of the project supply chain together.  It has an agreed common goal – a successful 

project, with usually 3-6 performance measures to define ‘successful’.  

 

The commercial interests of all the supply members are tied to these project-level measures 

of success so that they all make more – or less – money at the same rate.  Under a project 

alliance it is not possible for one supply member to have a profitable contract whilst others 

1:  Stop Contracting to Fail 
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make a loss.  Similarly, there is no mechanism for the suppliers to make more profit if the 

client believes the project was a failure. 

With a project alliance, the focus is on the project outcome, rather than who did what.  If 

there is an error, then everyone suffers.  If there is an improvement, then everyone benefits.  

This idea is known as “no-fault, no-blame”. 

A project alliance lays the foundations for good collaborative team work.  It does this by 

removing the main commercial obstacles to collaboration on capex projects.  It focuses the 

energies of the supply members on making the project successful, whereas in more 

traditional forms their focus is usually on their contract, and ensuring they make money.  

 

One of the first significant uses of the project alliance was in the early 1990’s, in the UK’s oil 

and gas sector.  As part of an industry-wide initiative, alliances were instrumental in reducing 

project costs and durations by some 30-50%. 

The graph below shows some data from BP’s Andrew project. 

 

An example showing how the payment to the alliance supply members varies with 

performance against a performance measure (in this case time).  The fee would be divided 

amongst the suppliers based on pre-determined %ages 

 

Contracting for Collaboration: 

Stop Contracting to Fail 
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In addition to saving money, the project was completed 6 months ahead of schedule.  The 

Andrews alliance involved seven supply partners, engaged under a single multi-party 

contract. 

According to an article published in 1995, 18% of the cost reduction on Project Andrew came 

from “combining of resources, improved relationships, and reduced interfaces”.  The rest 

from the creative design and planning ideas that the team came up with. 

Since then, the use of project alliance contracting has grown slowly, showing similar success 

where it has been used.  Notable examples include public sector infrastructure in Australia, 

where tens-of-billions of dollars’ worth of projects have been delivered with no legal disputes. 

The alliancing model has even been applied in fields outside of projects, such as healthcare 

provision in the UK, and managed services such as FM and IT. 

However, the use of alliance contracting across capex projects is still in its infancy, despite 

the extensive range of case studies demonstrating its success across a wide range of 

projects.   

Far too often, a project alliance is seen as complicated, and something that requires 

significantly more effort than traditional project procurement approaches, and as such its 

use should be limited to the more complex and risky projects. 

But the truth is that project alliances work very well on projects of all sizes.  My first 

experience in working on a project alliance was in the mid 1990’s.  The project was a 

relatively small modification to a chemical plant in north-eastern England.  The project value, 

in 2016 figures, was about £17 million, and the project alliance involved two supply partners.  

It worked very well, delivering a very difficult project on time and under budget, whilst 

overcoming several issues that would have derailed a more traditionally-managed project. 

I also used a similar approach on a project half this size – with a single contractor – on a 

research facility upgrade programme in the early 2000’s. 

The selection process for a project alliance also differs from the usual practices in the 

industry.  Selection takes place much earlier in the project than is the norm, and the main 

selection criteria are capability and competence.  Traditional commercial measure such as 

prices and rates play a much smaller role, if any. 

By the way, a 

project alliance is 

just for one project 

– it doesn’t require 

a long-term or 

multi-project 

agreement to 

deliver benefits.    

A Project Alliance is a proven way to form a collaborative 

project team between client and the project supply chain. 

It removes wasted costs from having to manage and 

police the interfaces between the different organisations 

forming the project team.  And no fixed-price bidding! 

Contracting for Collaboration:  

Stop Contracting to Fail 
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A project alliance is a great way to engage the key members of your project team much earlier 

that is often the case, to remove most barriers to collaboration between the different 

companies involved, and to align their interests with common goals. 

But a collaborative team by itself doesn’t guarantee a great project – which is our ultimate 

aim. 

There are a range of well-established methods in the capex fields that this collaborative team 

is in a great position to exploit, such BIM, value and risk management, off-site and pre-

fabrication, and PDRI. 

But over and above these established value-enhancing practices, there is another project 

management innovation that you can introduce. 

Like the project alliance, it is not very well known in the capex filed, and using it will involve 

changing existing practices.  This time I am looking at how projects are scheduled and how 

progress is managed. 

Turbo-charge your Project Alliance with CCPM 

Planning may not seem a very strategic topic, or offer much opportunity…other than sticking 

to the plans you make. 

But that is not the case.  The technique that I recommend you use is called CCPM (critical 

chain project management).  CCPM has been proven all over the world, and in all kinds of 

projects – including construction.   

Organisations such as Mazda, NASA and Boeing have implemented CCPM in recent years, 

and it is the preferred technique of Japan’s Ministry of Land Infrastructure & Transport (who 

manage some $100 billion of projects each year).   

These organisations were not novices at project management before they started using 

CCPM, but they have publicly confirmed that this change alone has allowed them to reduce 

the duration of their projects by some 20-40%.  And not only are the durations shorter, CCPM-

managed projects hit their planned completion dates much more than is usually the case 

(typically well over 90%). 

Just think about that.  The same project deliverables, in less time, using exactly the same 

resources.  On capex projects, where typically half of the cost is related to the work people 

do, this translates directly into a cost saving. 

A project client can have the same project delivered in significantly less time, and for a lower 

cost.  Project suppliers such as engineers, designers, and contractors can deliver the same 

results using less effort – or put another way, the same resources can deliver more projects. 

CCPM has been used to a limited extent on capex projects.  Almost all these projects have 

proven it can deliver the same kinds of improvements that other organisations have seen.  

2: Plan Less & Coordinate More 
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However, to work, CCPM needs a collaborative project team, and its use is not compatible 

with fixed-price contracting, which as we discussed previously, is how most projects prefer to 

contract. 

But if you use a project alliance, the project team can exploit the power of CCPM, virtually 

guaranteeing a shorter duration, with a more reliable due-date. 

CCPM has many features that differ significantly from the methods that we use most today, 

such as the critical path method, and earned-value management.  We are not going to go 

through them here.  At its heart lies a critical assumption – that it is impossible to accurately 

predict how long a task will take.  And therefore we should not set firm completion targets 

for individual tasks, but we should embrace the inherent uncertainty in estimates, and 

manage the project accordingly. 

This does not mean a chaotic free-for-all.  It just means stop kidding yourself that there is 

such a thing as an accurate estimate or forecast. 

We all understand uncertainty intuitively.  For example, if I was to ask you… 

“How long will it take between walking in the door to get served your coffee in Starbucks?”, 

you would say something like  

“It depends, probably between 1 and 15 minutes...” 

But then at work, we expect a designer or sub-contractor to give fixed price and time 

estimates for a whole series of activities with the same kind of inherent uncertainty in them.   

In projects we don’t like honest answers like “It depends, say 12 to 17 weeks, and £250-

322,000”.   

If we have a simple project, consisting of 10 tasks like this.  The traditional approach would 

get fixed time and cost quotations from each supplier, and we would plan based on this – so 

the project would take 10 x 17 weeks – 170 weeks, and would cost 10 x £322K = £3.22M 

In effect this method pushed the responsibility for managing the uncertainty risk down the 

project and the supply chain. 

The problem with this approach is that it is very unlikely that all 10 tasks will suffer the worst-

case conditions behind the 17 weeks/£322K estimates.  Some will, but for others, things 

will go smoothly.  However due to the fixed-price contracting approach, it is the supplier who 

benefits from this, not the project. 

Plan Less & Coordinate More 
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CCPM takes the opposite approach.  The safety time that is shown in the above Gannt chart 

in light blue is removed from the individual tasks, aggregated, and used as a project-level 

pool of safety time (CCPM calls this a ‘buffer’).  The benefits come because the size of the 

buffer to adequately protect the whole project, can be much smaller than the sum of the 

individual task buffers.  This is shown below:  Firstly the individual task safety buffers are 

removed from the individual tasks and aggregated (light blue), then it is reduced in size 

(orange). 

And the result is a saving of 25 weeks in this example.  Typically, CCPM-managed projects 

are 25-40% shorter.  In this example the cost saving from aggregating the uncertainty would 

be £360K.  

The idea of aggregating the risk is not new, in fact it is fundamental to the whole of the 

insurance industry, where we all pay much less into an aggregated pool than we would pay 

if we self-insured. 

  

There is much more to CCPM than simply changing the Gannt chart.  There are many 

behavioural and measurement changes that are also needed to ensure that this new shared 

buffer is not wasted.  Nothing complicated, but many of these behaviours and measures are 

different from what is done today. As mentioned earlier, one of these changes is the 

collaborative project team. 

CCPM is a perfect match for a project alliance.  The project time buffer is shared across all 

the project team in CCPM, just like the cost and other performance targets are shared in the 

project alliance.  CCPM both reinforces collaboration amongst the team, and delivers a 

significant improvement in time and cost performance.  Win-Win! 

Another benefit from using CCPM is that it speeds up the progress measurement cycle.  

Typically, projects will report and review progress every 2-4 weeks.  Measuring progress is 

often seen as a heavy bureaucratic burden that detracts people from working on the project. 

Plan Less & Coordinate More 
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The essence of CCPM is to start with a ‘good enough’ high-level plan, and then ensure rapid 

feedback and excellent work coordination and synchronisation during execution: “Plan less, 

coordinate more’. 

CCPM uses fast and simple progress feedback, and CCPM systems make this information 

available instantly.  It uses regular but short progress reviews (every 1-5 days), in a similar 

way to the various Lean approaches to project management such as Agile, Scrum & the Last 

Planner system (which work very well alongside CCPM). 

Fast feedback and clear task-level priorities allow projects to quickly and easily adapt the 

day-day work to accommodate the unpredictable events that real-world projects come up 

against.  This is where the main power of CCPM comes from, it helps task managers to adapt 

to the overall project priorities quickly and smoothly, and it allows the project manager and 

senior management to focus on what is important. 

An example of this is a CCPM tool known as the fever chart.  The following figure shows a 

programme-level fever chart.  For each project (A-H), this shows how much progress has been 

made (horizontal axis), against how much of the project buffer has been consumed (vertical 

axis). 

 

Projects G and F warrant more attention, whilst projects B, D and H seem to be progressing 

nicely.  Does your system give you this kind of simple and intuitive information, updated daily?   

A great collaborative team by itself doesn’t guarantee a 

successful project.  You can’t just put a group of people 

together who get on well, and assume they will perform. 

CCPM helps to both embed collaboration in the team 

behaviours, and to significantly reduce duration and cost. 

Plan Less & Coordinate More 
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The idea in a nutshell: 

 

• A collaborative team, with the members chosen early in the project, will deliver a 

much better project than one where team members interests are misaligned and key 

members are selected just before they are needed. 

• But you will have great difficulty in getting a capex project team to collaborate using 

the usual procurement and contracting methods, and fixed-price contracts. 

1. A Project Alliance removes the main barriers to project-wide collaboration. 

• A collaborative project team will deliver better results, but it doesn’t guarantee 

success, and world-class performance. 

2. Ensure the project alliance plans and manages execution using CCPM, to 

reinforce collaboration across the team, and deliver a faster, better, and 

cheaper project. 

• And this is what we have called Breakthrough Project Management. 

  

The two changes that will transform 

the performance of your capex projects 
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I wouldn’t.  I would do both. 

Of course, project alliances and CCPM can be used independently on projects, and in the 

past, usually were.  But this was because those who knew about CCPM didn’t know about 

alliancing, and those who knew about project alliances didn’t know about CCPM. 

These two techniques are so compatible, and mutually reinforcing, that not doing both 

misses so much opportunity, and increases the risks.  It would be like buying a high-end 

sports car, and then driving it in first gear. 

An alliance without CCPM 

This is the way that most project alliances have worked in the capex field 

so far.  They were planned and managed using traditional techniques. 

A collaborative team by itself does not guarantee a better project.  

The collaborative team is a great foundation for implementing a range 

of value-enhancing practices. So why limit its performance?  Using an 

alliance in isolation will probably deliver a better, cheaper and shorter 

project, but it is likely to take longer, and cost more, than one that uses CCPM. 

CCPM without an alliance  

The main way this this approach can work, is where the client takes 

a hands-on project management role, and contracts all the 

resources on a reimbursable basis (eg daily rates).   

The drawback of this approach is that it leaves all the management 

responsibility for resource use on the client, and does not engage 

and motivate the management of your key project suppliers.  

Several large ERP system implementations have successfully used 

this approach. 

  

Should I do one before the other? 
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So there you are: 2 practical steps that will substantially improve the performance of your 

projects. 

• Use a project alliance to engage with the key project suppliers 

1. Early selection, driven by capability & experience 

2. Active team building 

• Exploit this collaborative team using CCPM to 

1. Plan the project with aggregated safety, and reduce the overall duration by 20-

40% 

2. Manage execution in real time, to complete almost all your projects on time and 

on budget. 

They may not sound much, but don’t let the simplicity fool you. 

My first project alliance wasn’t a large project, but without using the alliance, my client would 

never have achieved an on-time and under-budget project.   

And CCPM produces similar astonishing results.  In September 2016 I was in the audience 

when the chairman of Mazda Cars said that CCPM “saved Mazda”, allowing them to deliver 

projects over 30% faster, and to complete 35% more projects with exactly the same people 

on their projects. 

These are powerful, proven tools that businesses large and small have already implemented 

as a core element of their business strategy, and in developing their distinctive competitive 

edge.   

And the fact that at the moment, they are not that well known or used on capital and 

construction projects, gives you a fantastic, once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.  Because most of 

your competitors are not yet doing this. 

 

To learn more about the ideas in this report 

This report is only an introduction to Breakthrough Project Management. 

You can find out more about how Critical Chain Project Management and Project Alliances 

work, in my book, The Executive Guide to Breakthrough Project Management, available from 

www.BreakthroughProjectManagement.com. Amazon, or any good bookstore.  

Or to discuss how you can apply these ideas in your business, why not apply for a free 30-

minute online/telephone strategy session with me? 

You can find out more at www.BreakthroughProjectManagement.com/FSS/, or drop me a 

line at ian@ianheptinstall.com.  

  

What do I do next? 

http://www.breakthroughprojectmanagement.com/
http://www.breakthroughprojectmanagement.com/FSS/
mailto:ian@ianheptinstall.com
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Ian Heptinstall is a coach and advisor in project management and supply chain management.   

He is co-author, with Robert Bolton, of The Executive Guide to Breakthrough Project 

Management, which expands on the ideas shared in this report. 

 

His goal is to change how capex projects are procured and managed, and in doing so to 

sustainably improve the return on investment for the project client, whilst at the same time 

increasing the profit made by the supply chain. 

In corporate life, he has worked as a project manager, project management coach, and Chief 

Procurement Officer.   

As a consultant, before moving into private practice, he has worked for niche consultancies 

including REL/Hackett, and ArcBlue/PMMS. 

 

You can contact Ian by email at ian@ianheptinstall.com, or by phone on +44 7807 848688. 

 

www.ianheptinstall.com 
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