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Learning from Failure in Project Management: Properly Running the Retrospective

Process

1. Introduction

Project management follows a lifecycle of phases: preparation, planning, execution,
monitoring and control, and delivering the final outcome. However, even when each
phase is meticulously executed, a project is not guaranteed to be successful without a
hitch. The reality is that many projects are bound to encounter some form of failure due
to various factors.*1

Yet, failure is not something to be ashamed of or hidden. Rather, learning from failures
and applying those lessons should be seen as a crucial opportunity for a company's
continuous growth through its projects. In reality, this is often difficult. Although the
logic is understood, it can't be put into practice for various reasons. It takes courage, and
it's easy to fall into the trap of blaming others or "hunting for a culprit." But this is
merely self-satisfaction and, in fact, a dereliction of duty.*2 Instead, it is the mission of
everyone involved in a project to transform these failures into organizational wisdom.
This article will check the broad categories of failure factors and focus on the

retrospective process. We will organize this discussion into four key points.

*1 This not only refers to the overall success or failure of a project but also points out
that even the most successful projects will have some failures and lessons to be learned

from them.

*2 The mindset for approaching work is also described in the principles of Agile*2 (see
URL below), which I encourage you to read. The concepts of project management and
Agile development extend beyond the realm of software and are highly effective for
products, services, and processes. It's likely that if work proceeds according to these
principles, there will be no "culprits." Project managers, leads, and advisors (those in a
supervisory position) must be vigilant to ensure that regular meetings do not become
forums for blame. It is undeniable that communication and transparency are related to
everything.

https://agilemanifesto.org/iso/ja/manifesto.html
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2. Project Failure Factors (Based on GKLC's Original Research)

Project failure is rarely caused by a single issue. It's almost always a combination of
interconnected factors that lead to failure. The top 10 factors listed below virtually
encompass all reasons for project failure. Organizing these using a causal loop diagram

can help reveal the individual relationships between factors that exist throughout the

process.

While we won't go into each failure factor individually here, it's a good reminder that
projects fail for reasons everyone already knows. While this might be discouraging, in
some cases, it could also be said that the failures themselves are evolving (this may be

an odd way to put it, but it means that failures are becoming more sophisticated as the

overall level of projects improves).

# Project failure Ratio

1 Unclear project scope 28%
Inadequacies in project progress and issue

2 21%
management *3
Deficiencies in quality control and relationship

3 14%
management

4 Progress delays due to lack of personnel 14%

5 Overreliance on technology 7%
Lack of coordination of opinions among

6 3%
stakeholders

7 Lack of risk management 3%

8 Missed dependencies (Delay in subsequent 3%
processes) ’

9 Unclear team member roles(gap between plans 39
and actual, lack of skills etc). °

10 Excessive pressure on deadlines 3%

Amount — 100%




*3 Project progress and relationship management includes delays and postponements of
stakeholder decision-making (mainly the former). Client decisions, in particular, involve
financial approval, so it is best to approach them as soon as possible. However, in urgent
cases, we demonstrate our sincerity by making adjustments, such as taking payment

terms into consideration, in order to reach a consensus.

- Excessive pressure on deadlines 3%
- Unclear team member roles 3%

- Missed dependencies 3%

- Lack of risk management 3%

- Lack of coordination of opinions
among stakeholders 3%

Overreliance on technology
7%

Progress delays due to lack

Of personne 140/ | o 0000000000
(V]

Inadequacies in project
progress and issue
management 21%

Deficiencies in quality control
and relationship management
14%




3. The Retrospective Process

A retrospective is about how we approach an entire activity, and this time, the focus is
not on success, but specifically on how we confront the factors that led to failure. The
insights and lessons gained from these retrospectives are not only valuable input for
the next project but also become intellectual assets for the organization as a whole.
However, to make this a truly valuable and effective process, rather than just a formal
one, several measures need to be taken.

First, let's confirm the retrospective process itself.

The retrospective process is broadly a part of Knowledge Management (KM) and the
evaluation system, and it operates within that framework. In simple terms, it's a
process of learning and evaluation. These activities are carried out in parallel with the
progress of project management. To make this easy to understand, let's organize these

into a clear process.

Example of the Retrospective Process:

KM pr KM proc
KM strategy & KM process process pro _ess
- Implemented & summarized &
guidelines updated updated - ;
monitored improved

Confirm the purpose of KM
and secure the environment.
Design what and how to do it
(knowledge inventory and
updating knowledge
requirements).

Based on the knowledge
requirements, consider
collection methods and
storage methods (hardware
requirements, organization,
structuring, etc.).

Design who will conduct the
evaluations and when (KM
process design).

Design how the evaluation
results will be utilized (linking
with the performance
evaluation system).

Implement the update work
based on the knowledge
requirements.

Present the KM process and
contribution evaluation to
project members (e.g., KPIs
linked to performance
evaluations).

Clarify expected behaviors
and build consensus with a
shared understanding of
"This is how we'll proceed."
If rules need to be corrected
during deployment, revise
them as needed (including
exceptions).

Periodically check progress
and contribution, and provide
feedback as appropriate.
Conduct study sessions and
workshops, or provide
equivalent output.

Provide supplementary
explanations and individual
support as needed (a
meeting should be scheduled
at the designated time).
Implement performance
evaluations.

Summarize the retrospective.
Based on the evaluation
results, improve the system
and its operational methods.
To ensure the transparency
and acceptance of the
evaluations, adjust the
system itself or its
operational policies.

5. Additional Considerations (These are essential points to be used in conjunction with
the above, so they're emphasized here)

Sharing Success (Organizing and sharing factors of success, not just failure)

While sharing failures is important, it's also necessary to clarify "why something worked"
and accumulate that knowledge so it can be replicated. Successful cases can become best
practices for the next project.

Organizational Knowledge and Application (Extending learnings beyond the project)



You need to create a system where the insights from retrospectives are accumulated not
just for the next project, but for the entire organization. This leads to standardization
and process improvement. For instance, while it's a given that you'd have a database of
past retrospectives, you could also regularly structure and analyze that data, perhaps
with the help of Al in today's world. Holding regular internal study sessions is a long-
standing method, but an organization that consistently shares knowledge and rewards
those efforts becomes a model for others.

Execution and Follow-Up (A system for applying retrospective results)

It's crucial to have a phase to check whether the improvements identified in a
retrospective were "actually applied in the next project." It's important to have a system
that doesn't just end with the retrospective (completing the "C to A" part of the PDCA
cycle). Alternatively, as Dr. Deming proposed in the late 80s, you could focus on the
"Study" aspect by using the PDSA cycle.

Incorporating these points transforms a retrospective from a one-off reflection session

into a process that drives growth for the next project and the organization as a whole.

Embedding these lessons into our organizational culture is essential to ensure

sustainable growth. — End of Report —

That’s all for now. Thank you for reading.
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