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Projects are increasing in scale, complexity and cost at an exponential rate. They 
involve the ingenuity, intellect and resolve of the human spirit. In recent years 
projects have involved the landing of a probe on Mars, constructing a spallation 
neutron source facility in the US and the Three Gorges Dam in China. Projects 
underway include the Beijing’s new international airport catering for 130 million 
passengers a year, UK’s seventy-three mile Crossrail project and the New 
International Trade Crossing (NITC) bridge which will connect Windsor, Ontario in 
Canada and Detroit, Michigan in the US.  
 
All of these current projects are engaged in risk management. For the one common 
feature of each of these projects is that they face uncertainty. The discipline of 
project risk management is now well developed. The identification of threats to the 
project objectives must entail both looking forward and looking in the rear view 
mirror. Projects must learn from the past. The well known quote from Steven Covey 
(American author, businessman and key-note speaker) the definition of insanity is to 
keep doing the same things and expecting a different result is still very pertinent. 
New projects must learn from the past. How is this to be accomplished? A rich 
source of information is case studies and specific lessons learned. 
 
For those sponsoring projects to learn from the past and understand why some 
projects fail and others succeed is of paramount importance. Project failure can 
affect shareholders, organisational prosperity and for major projects, the economy of 
the region within which the project resides. Lessons learned serve as an important 
management tool to support successful project delivery by providing insights into the 
root causes of both success and failure. While they support the retention of 
organisational knowledge, they are instrumental in improving project performance by 
reducing risk exposure. They accomplish this by enhancing risk identification. Any 
gaps in identification will limit the effectiveness of the overall risk management 
process. As the old adage goes unidentified risks are unmanaged risks. The anxiety 
is that the gaps may include the most serious areas of risk exposure. An analogy can 
be drawn with the medical profession. A doctor’s examination must be thorough prior 
to making a diagnosis and recommending treatment. Unchecked symptoms may 
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lead to a quick and serious deterioration in a patient’s condition. Similarly poor 
project risk identification can detrimentally affect a project’s health and longevity.  
 
NASA defines lessons learned “as knowledge or understanding gained by 
experience”. This definition is appealing in its simplicity and ease of comprehension. 
The primary benefit of lessons learned is the combined avoidance of previous 
problems and the successful repetition of positive achievements. However lessons 
learned is more than just the capture of what went well and what should not be 
repeated. It is a process. It requires the identification, collection, validation, 
assessment, classification and the sharing of knowledge gleaned through 
experience. The process of lessons learned is not constrained to one area of a 
project but can relate to numerous stages such as funding, approvals, design, tender 
action, execution, testing, commissioning and or handover. As the PMBOK Guide 
recommends, documenting lessons learned should apply throughout the project life 
cycle. The process can be conducted prior to the commencement of any stage in the 
project life cycle as part of a gate review or at project close out.  
 
The usefulness of lessons learned will be determined by their: relevance (to future 
projects), age (the time that has lapsed since their capture), clarity, degree of detail, 
cross reference to standards or codes, ease of retrieval (access) and breadth of 
subjects addressed. It should also contain a description of problems relating to, for 
instance, the organisational structure, level of resourcing, roles that were 
overwhelmed, procedures that did not work and required changing, software that did 
not perform as expected and unanticipated peaks in workload.  
 
Retrieval will be determined by where the lessons have been captured. PRINCE22 
describes the preparation of a “Lessons Learned Log” which acts as a repository 
which is populated with lessons learned during a project that can be readily applied 
to other projects. It advises that as a minimum the log should be updated at the end 
of each project stage. A log, record or schedule of lessons should contain not just 
the more obvious abnormal adverse events such as abortive design, protracted 
approvals or contract delays. 
 
The saving of lessons learned on a database has a significant number of benefits 
particularly where the population of specific fields is made mandatory. The inclusion 
of mandatory fields means that the lesson cannot be saved without the capture of 
pre-determined information. This could include the date of entry, originator, project, 
project stage, related lessons, related technical specifications or contracts, method 
of resolution and so on.  In summary it means that the lessons are captured in a 
consistent manner, can be cross referenced, can be readily and quickly searched 
and can be made accessible to large groups. Documenting a useful lesson learned 
requires a clear understanding of how it would be applied to a future project.  
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For a lesson-learned to be beneficial and be of value to others in addressing similar 
situations, the statements must: 
 

 identify the project management stage in which the problem arose; 

 identify the project disciplines affected; 

 describe how the problem or opportunity arose (i.e. the catalyst); 

 identify the stakeholders involved (for instance the sponsor, designer, 

contractor, supplier, local authority or approving body); 

 define the problem or positive development encountered; and  

 provide concrete, practical solutions or recommendations based on this 

experience. 

 

Without a structured methodical process for the sharing of lessons learned, the 
reasons behind project outcomes will not be shared between employees in the same 
organisation, between companies in the construction industry or between students 
learning the different professional disciplines. In the wake of the global financial 
crisis, the sharing of knowledge for successful outcomes is now critical to 
governments with scarce resources seeking to energise their economies with new 
infrastructure projects to create new arteries for travel and mobility. 
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