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V A L U A B L E  C H A N G E  

 

A Quick Note from the Author 

My personal philosophy is that a book is worth reading if it gives 

you at least one, usable good idea. A book is twice as valuable if 

you have an ‘ah-ha’ moment, where you and the content have this 

wonderful click. After all, as Mr. Million Dollar Consultant, Alan 

Weiss says: “if you improve by just 1% every day, you will be twice 
as good in just 70 days”.  

So I consider my job done here if there’s at least one thing in the 

next X pages that makes you sit back, look out the window and 

say: 

“Hmm.. I like that. I might just try that”.  

The challenge I have is that I don’t know what piece of content is 

going to create that moment for you. And to make it more difficult 

- that moment is going to be different for each reader.  

So, I am left with just one choice – to fill this book with a ton of 

good, practical ideas and strategies that I’ve found work time and 

time again. Then, no matter what it is you decide to pick up from 



 

 
 
 

vi | Valuable Change 

this book, I’ll rest well at night knowing that it’ll work and more 

importantly - it’ll make your life better.  

We are all involved in changing our organisations, whether we 

know it or not. This book will help anyone who reads it better drive 

real value out of that change.  

But there’s a quick word of warning here. Everything you are about 

to read is unusually logical. There is a trap that comes with 

stripping things down to the point of logical simplicity – and that 

is that you may be tempted to consider it as self-evident and treat 

it as such.  

Don’t.  

As I will echo throughout this book. Simplicity is not simpleness. 

We all have a habit of overcomplicating things. Remember 

Occam’s Razor - the simplest explanation is usually the right one. 

See you inside. 

BB 
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V A L U A B L E  C H A N G E  

 

About Valuable Change 

Some Scary Stats and Worthless Projects 

Can I share with you a secret?  

…I warn you, it’s a daunting one. 

Ok, here it is. Across the $10 Billion in projects that I’ve consulted 

on, only 15% have been able to succinctly answer these three 

simple, but wholly fundamental questions: 

1) What is the project doing? 

2) Why are we doing it? 

3) How will we know when we are successful? 

So yes, that means 85% of these projects are venturing in the 

dark. Throwing money at an unknown result. This isn’t just 

accepting ambiguity; this is driving off a cliff, blindfolded and 

hoping the car flies. And it gets worse. 
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I’m going to take some liberty here and assume that you’re a 

reasonable person.  

So, reader, as a reasonable person, if you were leading a change 

project across your organisation (and you may well be already), 

when would you expect to be able to answer the above three 

questions about your project? 

If you answered anything earlier than the back half of the project, 

then you are doing better than 95% of that $10 Billion. 

Congratulations, you are in that desirable 5%! 

But let me ask you – does your reality match this? Can your 

projects answer these questions clearly and succinctly? And if 

they do, are decisions being made with this information front of 

mind? 

‘..But Brendon’, you may say, ‘We’ve tried formalising this type of 
thing in the past and all we did was create red tape. Our teams are 
good at delivering. We prefer to just let them get on with it.”  

And to this I say, I hear you. I truly do. I’ve been there, and I agree. 

However, do you find you have projects that never end? 

Or, perhaps you have projects that experience endless requests 

for change? 
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What about projects that everyone ‘just sort of knows’ what the 

scope is, but if I asked everyone to list it, I would get 50 different 

answers? 

Or the perhaps you are experiencing the worst of it; a project that 

delivers something that doesn’t solve the original problem. A 

worthless project.  

If so, then maybe it is time to look at a better way. The good news 

is that you can have your cake and eat it. After all, I wouldn’t be 

writing this book (and you reading it) if I didn’t have a streamlined 

and practical way to help you create more valuable projects. 
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What You are Going to Get with This Book 

This book will provide you with what you need to set the best 

possible course for your projects. It will show you how you can 

drive truly valuable change within your organisations. You will 

soon be ramping up the return on your projects, turning outcomes 

into reality, and eliminating fluffy paper claims. When you are 

running valuable change projects, you can say goodbye to slow 

project start-ups, lengthy frameworks, unwieldy plans, and 

endless teams of graduates sitting in dark rooms staring at 

spreadsheets1.  

Here’s the thing, if all you needed was a good model then you 

would have done it already. 

Valuable Change is more than a model. There are other books and 

guides whose entire premise is walking you through their new 

fandangled model, however I prefer a different approach. Here we 

aren’t just focused on creating valuable projects - but ensuring 

your future projects stay valuable. In fact, I’m so obsessed with 

driving simple, streamlined value that I’ve given you the model in 

the first few chapters of this book. What the rest of this book gives 

you is the secret to making it work, how to troubleshoot, and the 

basis for shifting to value within your organisation.  

 

 
1 Much to the relief of both you and the graduate, I’m sure. 
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Accordingly, this book is structured into four parts. 

Part One: Creating A Valuable Project sets you up for success 

by sharing the core architecture of a valuable project. You will get 

the model that works time and time again. I have put this upfront 

on purpose. I strongly believe that we should only be delivering 

valuable projects, so I am giving you both the core and the 

mechanics of the Valuable Change model as soon as I possibly 

can.  

Part One is broken into three chapters: 

In Chapter One, Ask the Right Questions you will learn the 

essence of what makes a project valuable. We walk 

through the three core Valuable Questions each change 

initiative must answer, and I’ll share some great 

techniques to rapidly get to the heart of your project. You 

will learn why it’s not all about profit or cost savings, but 

rather why clarity and delivery of purpose is more 

important when evaluating a project, something that is 

particularly important to keep in mind in the Government 

and Not-For-Profit sectors. Chapter one will also give you 

the top three fatal mistakes that most projects make that 

are destroying their chances of creating Value. 

In Chapter Two, Have A Spine, I give you the model that I 

use time and time again to drive Valuable Change. This 

model, which forms your project’s spine, has a track record 
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of providing project owners with early and regular visibility 

of a project’s feasibility while simultaneously making the 

lives of project staff easier. You will finally be structuring 

and connecting the right information and decisions at the 

right time, saving huge amounts of time and effort (and 

last-minute thinking!). It can’t be overstated how much 

the Valuable Change model increases the efficiencies of 

your projects while reducing the average time that it takes 

your organisation to have a project up and running. 

In Chapter Three, Drive The Core, I will share with you what 

the auto racing industry knows that we are all ignoring – 

the secret to consistent success! You will learn how to 

build the right platform to keep value front of mind in your 

change as it progresses from idea to reality. Not only does 

this keep your projects on rails, but it sets them up them to 

actually translate those initial paper claims into reality.  

Unfortunately, there is very little in this book you can do alone. 

Which is why, Part Two: Rallying Valuable People provides you 

with the tools that you will need to rally the momentum and 

support that you need to create truly Valuable Change. 

Part Two is broken into two Chapters: 

Chapter Four is Build and Protect Team Momentum. 
Simply put - your teams will make or break your efforts to 

deliver Valuable Change. No longer can they be cogs in the 
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engine – you need active involvement and embedded 

innovation. In Chapter Four we walk through each of the six 

steps to build project momentum, and the strategies that 

you will use to generate real evangelism - no matter your 

project’s current morale. Unfortunately, merely building 

momentum isn’t enough – we must protect it from the 

persistent threat of decay. Momentum decay comes from 

many sources, including fear, overzealous administration, 

embedded ego and stagnation. You will learn how to 

counter each. From gamification to cost surfacing, this 

chapter will arm you to the teeth with the weapons needed 

to proactively preserve project team momentum and 

rescue any that are falling behind. 

Chapter Five, Forge Influential Champions & 

Communities turns our focus back outward to the rest of 

your organisation and stakeholder base. This chapter 

contains the two most powerful shortcuts to generating 

change buy-in that I’ve ever seen. First you will learn how 

to leverage cutting edge insights from the field of network 

science to find and identify the most influential people in 

your organisation. Can you imagine the power your change 

could wield with those people on your side? Well, I’ve got 

great news for you. You can, and it doesn’t take any kind of 

complex analysis or databases... In fact, it will only take you 

two questions to find them! We then shift gears and 

explore the second shortcut to generating insane levels of 
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buy-in: Communities. Yes, I admit that communities are a 

recent ‘flavour of the month’, and most end up failing… But 

they’re a flavour of the month for a reason. When done 

right, a community is an insanely powerful tool for our 

change initiatives. In there chapter you will learn the 

secret to both preventing community failure and ensuring 

ongoing prosperity. 

Part Three: Shifting To Value is where you will draw from my 

years of experience to give you what you need to create a long-

lasting organisational shift towards real value. If a good model was 

all you needed for success, then this book would be four pages 

long.  

Part Three is broken into two Chapters: 

In Chapter Six, Foster a Valuable Mindset, drawing from 

modern behavioural science, you will be given the tools 

and language you need to both create a simple 

streamlined path to valuable projects and troubleshoot 

where you may be drifting off target. Your Valuable 

Mindset will tackle the red-tape problem head on, and 

ultimately it will provide you with the antidote to any 

overzealous bureaucracy within your control. I will then 

reveal why your previous attempts at creating better 

rigour on your projects were failing. Full warning here, I will 

challenge some taken for granted thinking.  
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In Chapter Seven, Have A Solid Gameplan, it’s time to turn 

what’s in these pages into your new reality. We show you 

how to rapidly implement the elements from Parts One, 

Two and Three into your organisation. We walk through 

what your 100-day organisational roadmap looks like, your 

key activities and priorities, the common pitfalls at each 

stage, and what do to if you hit blocks and delays. 

Part Four: Valuable Change In A Nutshell is unfortunately not 

what a squirrel needs to know about creating valuable 

organisational change, but rather is this book in summary. It’s 

perfect for those that are time poor or just want the ‘Cliffs Notes’ 

version.  

Chapter Eight, TL:DR, draws from the internet-concept of 

‘TL;DR’, or ‘Too Long; Didn’t Read’. A concept that started 

as a cheeky comment that something was too long to 

bother reading, eventually evolved into a voluntary 

shorthand at the end of longer pieces of internet 

commentary, offering a summary of the text that came 

before it. So Chapter Eight is this book’s ‘TL;DR’’, where I 

cram as many of the key concepts and takeaways from the 

previous 250 pages into just 10. It’s for those that want to 

get a sense of this book in a nutshell, or for those who have 

read the book and just need a quick reminder. However, 

this chapter comes with a warning - it is content packed 
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but doesn’t hold the broader context and nuance that 

comes from reading the rest of this book.  

Also, just a little housekeeping before we dive in. Please note that 

throughout this book I’ll be using the terms ‘Project’, ‘Program’ 
and ‘Initiative’ interchangeably to represent a concerted effort to 

change something whether internal or external to your 

organisation. 

Still with me?  

Great. Let’s do it.  
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V A L U A B L E  C H A N G E  

 

Chapter 1: Ask the Right Questions 

The Essence of a Valuable Project 

Ok let’s get straight to the heart of the matter. What makes a 

project valuable? 

In short – A Valuable Change is one that solves a key 

organisational need or desire. It’s truly as simple as that.  

The trick is ensuring that your change actually solves that need or 

desire, and this is where the art of asking the right questions 

becomes your key tool. A concise and considered answer to all 

three Valuable questions is crucial for creating a great return on 

your project investment. 

Don’t Fall into The Money Trap 

But first… I want you to close your eyes with me for a moment and 

imagine yourself sitting outside the board room of one of the 

largest retail chains in Australia. Maybe you’re nervous, sitting 
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there fidgeting with your pen. Or perhaps you’re a slick operator, 

sitting in a calm silence. Either way, you know this isn’t going to be 

a fun meeting. You are about to break some devastating news to 

the CEO and Owner. To make it worse, this is a man not known for 

his patience or good nature.  

You are about to inform him that the half a billion dollar portfolio of 

projects that you’ve been asked to audit is on track to deliver only 

50% of its expected financial return… 

Finally, the door opens, and your name is called. You walk in and 

greet the room. 

As a seasoned professional, you warm the room up with some 

good humour and your positive findings.  

“The projects are delivering well. Systems and processes 
are, on the whole, on track.” 

…Then you break the news.  

“The expected financial benefits across the portfolio 
were over estimated. By a factor of 2 to 1.” 

There is silence… An awkward stillness fills the room. Then your 

intuition detects something. Your brain switches to slow-motion 

as you hear a noise. A ‘whooshing’ noise that seems to be getting 

louder. Then you start to see it out of the corner of your eye… …a 

shiny object comes hurtling at your head.  
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What do you do? 

Tell me, would your first reaction be to duck? Because if so, then 

you may well have been as lucky as a friend of mine was in this 

exact situation. He too managed to dodge the glass jug that was 

thrown at him by this short-tempered CEO. My friend’s quick 

reactions saved him from a potentially large hospital stay, 

reducing the damage to just a broken water jug and a cracked 

window…   

This is a story of a CEO who deeply understands that every 

change initiative is an investment. The feeling was particularly 

acute for this man as it was his personal wealth that was invested 

with the organisation. Where this CEO missed the mark though, 

well aside from the physical violence, was that he got so caught 

up in the financial return.  

And this is how we arrive at the first common misconception we 

challenge in this book: As each change initiative is an investment, 

many leaders get caught in the trap of always expecting a money-

based return. 

The reality is that value doesn’t always come in the form of 

tangible cost savings or increased revenue. Sometimes an 

organisation wants to shift its culture, or stop using an out of 

support IT system, or improve its customer experience, or make 

some other shift to set itself up for the future. There are also times 
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when an organisation isn’t focused internally – perhaps it’s 

investing for the betterment of a vulnerable community or other 

philanthropic goal. The key to all these elements is that a project 

needs to be solving an organisational need or desire. The trick is 

figuring out what it’s going to do to solve it, and how it’s going to 

prove it has done so. 

 

Learning from Failure 

My key aim in this chapter is to illustrate the power of asking and 

then answering the right questions. What better way to do that 

A COMMON TRAP 
A common trap that Government and Not-For-Profit (NFP) 

organisations fall into is requiring their projects to have a 

financial return. These organisations often get caught up 

in purely mathematical exercises to demonstrate the 

millions of different ways that the Government or NFP will 

be more efficient after the project delivers its work.  

Interestingly, the polar opposite of this trap is also equally 

found through Government and NFP organisations – the 

dangerous thinking that “We aren’t profit-driven, so we 
don’t need to prove we invested the money well”.  
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than to look at what happens when the right questions are 

ignored? There are a multitude of examples we could draw on for 

that, but to really illustrate it, I’ve found us an elephant of a 

project. 

In 2006 the Australian New South Wales State (NSW) 

Government Department of Education started one of its largest 

undertakings ever – the Learning Management and Business 

Reform project (known more widely as LMBR). The LMBR project 

was inherently ambitious in nature. It aimed to replace a 15-year 

old cluster of expensive and no longer suitable backend and 

learning management systems across the Department itself, 

2230 public schools and its vocational TAFE2 sites. The expected 

total cost for the project was $483 Million. Expected total time: 8 

years. 

The project progressed well for its first few years, delivering some 

early wins all within expectations. All seemed ok from the outside 

looking in.  

It wasn’t until late 2014, as the project was nearing its expected 

end date, that a bombshell dropped. It was revealed that the 

project was overspent and not even close to done. In fact, delving 

deeper, after the preceding years and circa $530 Million, the 

 
2 TAFE stands for Technical and Further Education. TAFE NSW is Australia's 
largest vocational education and training provider. 
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Department had only partially delivered its solution to 229 of the 

2230 schools. Just 10% of its target result at an already notable 

cost overrun. Unfortunately, even luck was not on the project’s 

side, with public outcries by the Public Service Association (the 

workers’ union) to halt the rollout – citing major system flaws and 

huge additional workloads for staff at those 229 schools that had 

received the new system. 

If we ratchet forward a further four years to 2018, with continued 

time and cost slippage, and more public embarrassment on the 

way (including misplacing $525M in TAFE revenue in 2016); we 

arrive at the end of the LMBR journey. The final result: a 12-year 

project (50% longer than the original time estimate), and $755 

Million in spend (+56% more than originally planned).  

While there isn’t direct audit data available for 2018, the key 

findings in the 2014 audit were that: “The Department [had] yet to 
demonstrate that it [would] achieve [any] expected benefits”3.  

If we temporarily put aside the fact that this project likely made 

some consulting partners very wealthy4, the LMBR project is a 

great example of what happens when a project doesn’t answer 

 
3 New South Wales Auditor-General’s Report - Performance Audit - The Learning 
Management and Business Reform Program - Department of Education and 
Communities, available at: 
https://media.opengov.nsw.gov.au/pairtree_root/1d/ac/31/da/1d/20/49/96/bb
/4d/f4/6d/8c/c4/d3/a6/obj/01_LMBR_Full_Report.pdf 
4 In 2014, 60% of that $530 Million was spent on contractors and consultants. 
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and link the three key Questions that underpin a Valuable Project. 

So, like a forensic analyst, let’s delve deeper. Let’s conduct a 

procedural autopsy of their failures to give us useful insight into 

why each of the Valuable Questions truly create Valuable Change. 
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Valuable Question One: Why Are We Doing It? 

“Very few people or companies can clearly articulate WHY 
they do what they do. …People don’t buy WHAT you do, 
they buy WHY you do it.” 

- Simon Sinek 

In the quote above, Simon clicks into why the first Valuable 

Question is “Why Are We Doing It?”. In short – there are two 

reasons it’s absolutely crucial to answer this question clearly as 

early as we possibly can.  

1) First is that, unless you’re on the bleeding edge of ‘cool 

tech’, no one is motivated by what you’re doing. And, even 

if you are on the bleeding edge, not everyone is motivated 

by future tech. It’s the WHY you’re doing it that drives 

engagement. Get this right and you will find that winning 

stakeholder buy-in becomes dramatically easier. 

Seriously, we are talking a night and day level of 

difference here. Whether this is in trying to convince 

management to give you the funding or explaining why 

your new restructure is a good idea for the 650 staff 

affected – a clear WHY makes your life easier.  

2) The second amazing thing that happens when you 

answer this Valuable Question is that you automatically 

start to build in regular checks on the project’s viability. By 
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this I mean, you start asking the logical follow-up question 

– “Does this project still make sense?”. It’s this one-two 

punch combination of questions that will have one of the 

largest impacts on driving your project return on 

investment higher while simultaneously cutting down 

your project lengths.  

GETTING TO YOUR PROJECT’S WHY 

Unfortunately, our elephant – the LMBR Project - failed to 

capitalise on either of the awesome advantages of answering 

the project ‘WHY’. Let’s explore. 

Let’s first look at the LMBR’s formal stated project ‘WHY’. 

The department stated that ‘the reasons for proceeding 
with the LMBR program were that the existing finance, 
human resources, payroll and student administration 
systems were over 15 years old, technically obsolete, 
complex, costly to maintain, and did not meet the 
Department’s business requirements’. 

Anyone excited yet? No? Hmm... Maybe if we go on it’ll get a 

little better: 

‘There were over 100 applications being used by schools 
and TAFEs to [supplement the existing systems’ 
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deficiencies]. This meant there was duplication of effort 
and inefficient and inconsistent manual processes across 
the Department. The LMBR program was designed to 
address these issues.’ 

Can you hear a strong enough call for a $750 Million spend and 

12 years of effort in any of the above? Because I can’t. It seems 

that LMBR had a clarity of ‘WHY’ problem. Simply put – having 

an old system is not a good enough WHY for any project. But 

maybe I’m being a little harsh.  

Let’s have a look at the outcomes they were expecting… (note 

they were quite lengthy, so I’ve abbreviated them for both our 

sanity). 

1. Improve the range of system delivery channels 
2. Improve service delivery to parents, students, staff and 

businesses 
3. Deliver efficiencies by reallocating back-office to 

frontline 
4. Improve access to services from any internet 

anywhere in the world 
5. Introduce new standardised processes across the 

department 
6. Improve data integrity and consistency of employee 

information 

…and so on, and so on. It keeps going. 
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How about now? Excited? 

Hmm… me neither. Perhaps it’s time to share one of the most 

important techniques you will learn in this book. It’s just two 

words, yet they will give you borderline super-powers. 

Are you ready for them? 

Ok, here they are: 

“So what?” 

It’s a simple, two word response that you can use again, and 

again, and again to drill down to the heart of your project’s 

WHY. 

Let’s try it out – let’s start at the beginning.  

“The reasons for proceeding with the LMBR program were 
that the existing finance, human resources, payroll and 
student administration systems were over 15 years old, 
technically obsolete, complex, costly to maintain, and did 
not meet the Department’s business requirements’. 

Now say it with me – ‘So What?!’. 

It’s 15 years old – so what? Why does that matter? 

It’s complex and costly to maintain – so what? You’ve been 

affording it all these years, what’s changed? 
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It didn’t meet the Department’s business requirements – 

again, so what? Things still seem to get done don’t’ they? 

What we all need to keep in mind here is that, outside of a small 

group of people close to your project – no one else cares 

about what you’re doing unless you can provide a strong and 

clear WHY. 

I’ll say that again because it’s so easy to miss.  

Outside of a small group of people close to your project – no 

one else cares about what you’re doing unless you can 

provide a strong and clear WHY. 

Coming back to LMBR - in all honesty we could have said their 

entire two paragraphs in just a few words. Let me show you. 

It’s 15 years old – oh, so the systems are ancient and clunky, 

perhaps even a little embarrassing to sit in front of every day, 

when at home you use beautiful web-apps that are available 

for free. 

It’s complex and costly? Ah, so maybe it’s a pain the arse to 

use then? 

It’s not meeting the Department’s business requirements? 

Hmm... so it’s frustrating and only does a half-job? 
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And there we are. Using a little bit of ‘so what’ magic we arrive 

at something that looks like this: 

‘The Department’s current systems are old, clunky and 
frustrating to use.’ 5 

Now we’re getting somewhere. 

Let’s look at a few more of the snippets they had. 

‘LMBR will Improve service delivery to parents, students, 
staff and business’ 

So what? Are we making their lives easier? Or just better 

informed? Or are we wowing them with how ‘tech-savvy’ we 

are? 

‘LMBR will Improve access to services from any internet 
anywhere in the world’.   

Now if I’m honest, this one isn’t too bad. But once again – ‘so 

what?’. What are we enabling here? Working from home? (this 

was well before COVID-19, so that’s unlikely). Are we 

expecting teachers to write reports while on their overseas 

holidays? Or maybe we are making student results available to 

parents, no matter where they are in the world? 

 
5 And yes, we could and perhaps should ‘so what’ this sentence too.  
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And we can continue on and on.  

But for the sake of this example, let’s make a few assumptions 

and see if we can bring this together. Here’s our first attempt 

at a ‘So What’ Summary: 

‘We know that the Department’s current systems are old, 
clunky and frustrating. Frankly, we’re a little embarrassed 
of them too. So we’re changing things. Our aim is to make 
your everyday life a little easier.  

With your help, we’re redefining the interactions between 
front end and back end, between teachers and parents, 
and between tutors and students. We’re sick of you having 
to run 100 different systems in your school or TAFE just to 
get the results you’re looking for. One system, accessible 
anywhere, with the information you need at your 
fingertips’. 

Too much? Maybe. But it’s dramatically more exciting. Maybe 

not $750 Million exciting, but it is better.  

Now you tell me, if we were then to apply our ‘one-two punch’ 

combo to this project (i.e., the secondary question ‘does this 
project still makes sense?’) – perhaps we would have avoided 

the very situation that the real life LMBR project found itself in.  
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In 2014, across the pilot group of schools, a whopping 60% 

stated they had received no benefit at all!  

Or even the ridiculous situation that the LMBR affected 

schools ended up in. They were hit with a new finance system 

that shifted them from cash-based to accrual accounting in 

October 2012. Guess when training on accrual accounting was 

available to the schools? …May 2014. Almost 2 full years later. 

Would this have happened in a project that had stated its WHY 

as  

“Our aim is to make your everyday life a little easier.” 

and then kept it front of mind each and every decision?...  

No. It wouldn’t have. 

This is the power of having a damn good answer to “Why Are 
We Doing It?”.  
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Valuable Question Two: How Will We Prove It? 

“What can be asserted without evidence can also be 
dismissed without evidence.” 

- Christopher Hitchens 

And so we arrive at our Second Valuable Question – “How Will 
We Prove It?”. That is, how will we prove we’ve achieved our 

project WHY. 

This question takes a stand against the loose, fluffy claims 

that we’re all a little guilty of putting down on paper to justify 

what we want to do.  

Perhaps you aren’t sure what I mean? 

I’m talking about those things that we have no intention of 

actually measuring. Here’s a few examples, but in honesty, the 

list is endless. 

After we complete our awesome project: 

- Staff will be more engaged. 
- Our processes will be more effective, have greater 

efficiency and will have better engagement. 
- Our systems will be more effective and efficient.  
- Our users will have a better experience. 
- Reporting lines will be clearer. 
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And so on. 

What we need to accept here is that the burden of proof for 

success lies with the project – even if success won’t be known 

till long after the project closes. 

I’ll repeat that because it’s the crux of this Valuable Question. 

The burden of proof for success lies with the project – even 

if success won’t be known till long after the project closes. 

We need to figure out exactly what success looks like. This is 

known throughout the industry as ‘Benefits Management’, 

but, what most of the industry does, is over-complicate the 

hell out of it. I’m sure you too have seen the great armies of 

graduates working for the large consulting firms toiling away 

at purely mathematical exercises on why the next 

transformation program should go ahead. Or worse, great 

armies of graduates figuring out why the transformation 

program did go ahead, explaining its purpose after the fact. 

While I understand that sometimes measures of success 

aren’t all that simple – if you can’t communicate what your 

WHY is succinctly, you won’t be able to communicate how you 

plan to demonstrate you have achieved your WHY. 

Let’s pick up where we left off with our hypothetical LMBR WHY 

from the second Valuable Question: 
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“Our aim is to make your everyday life a little easier.” 

Now, I admit I have made my own life a little harder by choosing 

this as a WHY. It’s venturing awfully close to being fluffy and 

unmeasurable, just like my examples above are. The art for this 

one, or any of the points above, is translating this into 

something that can be measured. 

Let’s break this down.  

First, we need to figure out who the ‘Your’ in this sentence is 

referring to. For the sake of this example, we are going to 

assume it’s all staff that will use the new system.  

Next let’s look at the real crux of this WHY statement: 

“everyday life a little easier”. Here is where we would need to 

do some homework. There are two ways to make someone’s 

life easier; either we solve frustrations, or we create new 

opportunities.  

Given the context of this project – we are going to target their 

frustrations.  

In real life you would likely run a workshop or three here to 

identify these areas but as this is a hypothetical, we don’t have 

that luxury. So, let’s simplify things, let’s imagine we ran some 

workshops and we found that their top three frustrations 

were: 
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3) Staff would often have to sit waiting for the system to 

process even the most basic transactions. In fact, it 

would often take up to 5 minutes for it to process even 

simple tasks. 

4) The system would randomly crash. Initial indications are 

that is happening on average three times a week per user, 

losing the staffs’ progress when it did.  

5) The system wasn’t user-friendly which meant that there 

were often mistakes made in working through more 

complex transactions requiring the staff to have to re-do 

it. 

We now have some ways to make our staffs lives easier.  

In particular, we are targeting improvements in processing 

times, stability, and reducing the number of mistakes made 

due to user confusion. All we then need to do is set targets for 

these measures and shoot for them.  

So, the answer to our second Valuable Question, i.e. ‘How Are 
We Going to Prove It?’ becomes: 

“We are going to eliminate the top sources of staff 
frustrations and give them a more modern experience. This 
means processing times for simple transactions that are less 
than five seconds, a crash-free system (99% of the time) and 
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a simpler, more satisfying user experience – proven by survey 
results across a cross-section of staff.” 

Unfortunately, the real life LMBR didn’t get to this level of 

clarity. They got caught in the money-trap, requiring $Millions 

in imaginary cost savings. By imaginary I mean that their 

armies of graduates would come up with creative ways of 

trying to create value for the project. E.g. Saving several 

minutes per day of every staff member – when added up 

creates a nice big number. A number that isn’t real. You can 

tell it’s not real because not a single budget or forecast would, 

or should, be adjusted using it. In reality that staff member 

would probably just spend those minutes making an additional 

cup of tea!  

This is what happens when you treat your responsibility to 

prove success as a ‘tick and flick’ exercise. When you forget 

your burden of proof responsibility, you can list as many 

imaginary project benefits as you like. After all, if there’s no 

need to prove it, then a nice long list of benefits makes your 

project look so much better. 

A Valuable Project backs its WHY with action. It creates the 

tactical plans on how to prove it has achieved its WHY.  
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A TALE OF TWO PROJECTS 

The Australian Taxation Office (ATO) asked me to help them 

answer the second Valuable Question for a portfolio of their IT 

projects. Across the portfolio there are two change initiatives 

that I want to show and tell briefly here as they give a good 

representation of how sometimes this question requires 

simple logic and other times a little lateral thinking. 

The first was a straight shot through to goal. 

One of the ATO’s software vendors were looking to exit a 

product offering. This was a product that the ATO was using 

quite heavily to connect and integrate their systems. So, the 

vendor put into place a couple of new contractual stipulations:  

First a license cap was set, which limited the number of 

licenses that the ATO could consume at current pricing, 

and  

Second the vendor gave 3-year advanced notice of a 

substantial upcoming price rise per license.  

The ATO reacted as the vendor had hoped – it created a 

project in response. The project’s WHY was simple: “Heavily 
reduce the ATO’s use of that application”. So how do you go 

about proving that?  
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This isn’t a trick question. It truly was a simple as counting the 

number of licenses they had in use and were paying for. Then 

reducing that number.  

Note this is one of the times that converting this into real 

dollars makes sense. This was not imaginary money being 

pumped through a spreadsheet. Each ATO system that moved 

away from this expensive product meant a whole bunch of 

license cost savings in immediate cash. 

So, this project’s Valuable Questions 1 and 2 formed this: 

“The license reduction project will heavily reduce the ATO’s 
use of XYZ application. We are targeting a 50% reduction in 
license numbers, freeing up $1,000,0006 per year in planned 
license expenditure for use elsewhere in the department.” 

See, a straight shot. 

Then we have the alternative. The curve ball7.  

The ATO were setting up a new gateway that focused on 

enabling better connections with both internal and external 

clients. The gateway would support small, fast connections 

 
6 Benefit numbers are generalised 
7 Yes, I know I’m mixing sport metaphors here. 
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that only dealt with relatively small amounts of data. The WHY 

was pretty simple:  

“Enable clients to consume quick, small data services in real 
time”. 

But how do we prove that we’ve done it? The project WHY 

centred on enablement, so we needed to find ways to prove 

that it was enabling a better alternative. Through the Valuable 

Change toolset, that you will see in Chapter 2, we drew out the 

following proofs: 

1. The gateway will meet ‘Gold level’ industry standards for 
reliability and availability. 

2. Users are happy to use the system, with an improved user 
experience as measured through surveys and uptake 
metrics. 

3. The time and effort to create a data connection via the 
new gateway would be much less than the existing 
systems. 

This meant that their answers to Valuable Questions 1 and 2 

became: 

“The gateway project will enable clients to consume quick, 
small data services in real time. This means that our clients will 
enjoy Gold standard reliability, an improved user experience 
and a dramatically faster process for each and every new 
connection.” 
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Now that’s something we can get behind. 

A VALUABLE PROJECT’S RESPONSIBILITY 

If you take anything away from this section, please let it be this. 

The onus for proof of success sits with the project.  

This is one of the most powerful cultural shifts you can create in 

your projects. This is the difference between a project that works 

in an imaginary world, and one that creates Real Value. 

I know which I prefer.  
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Valuable Question Three: What Are We Doing? 

“Simplicity is the ultimate sophistication.” 

- Leonardo Di Vinci 

Finally, we get to the third Valuable Question: “What are we 
doing?”.  

Simple right?  

You may be surprised at how many projects do not have enough 

clarity about what they are actually doing. I certainly was at first. 

What should be a no-brainer is often one of the thorns that ends 

up crippling projects down the line. 

Interestingly, I tend to find an inverse relationship between the 

amount of money spent on a project and the clarity and 

usefulness of its scoped inclusions, as I’ve shown in Figure 1.1 over 

the page. 
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Figure 1.1 Typical Relationship Between A Project’s Spend and Clarity on 

What it’s Doing. 

While I’ll let you speculate in your own time why this relationship 

exists8, what is more important is that we understand how a 

failure to properly define and agree early what the project is 

aiming to do can lead to dramatic damage later in a project’s life. 

Let’s revisit the LMBR project. At $483Million initial expected 

spend, based on the relationship in Figure 1.1, we can reasonably 

expect that its clarity of scope was insufficiently considered.  

And this certainly was the case. 

 
8 And I’m more than happy to speculate with you over a coffee one day 



 

 

 

 
 
 

CREATING A VALUABLE PROJECT | xxxix 

Between 2006 and 2014 there were 7 attempts9 at describing the 

project’s scope, but only 2 of those were accepted and funded. 

Each of these 7 attempts had huge differences in what was 

considered ‘in-scope’ to be done. Further, a bunch of things that 

were initially meant to be completed in the project’s first stage 

weren’t delivered, despite being funded. This meant that the 

project had to double dip from the Department’s funding pool to 

deliver what it had already promised.  

It’s probably then no surprise that this lack of clarity flowed 

through to the project’s key recipients – that is, the 2230 schools 

and TAFE sites.  Misconceptions, rumours and unfulfilled 

promises seemed to be the norm for those on the receiving end of 

the LMBR rollout. In fact, of the schools surveyed in 2014, over 

70% stated that installed components did not match what they 

were advised would be delivered.  

You can then add in the fact that the project deployed systems 

that had known defects and required manual workarounds. This 

meant increased workloads for an already-stretched school staff. 

You can probably now see why the workers union was up in arms.  

 
9 5 business cases and 2 scope redefinitions 
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CLARITY OF WHAT YOU ARE DOING IS CRUCIAL 

Now please don’t misunderstand me - projects change, projects 

evolve, projects are living beasts.  

But if we don’t even attempt to clarify and ringfence what we are 

doing – and even more importantly, to hold ourselves to account 

for the delivery of these things – then how in the world do we 

expect to be successful?! 

This is exactly why our third Valuable Question is ‘What Are We 
Doing’? 

Here’s what an alternative situation looks like. 

In 2015 the NSW State Archives were facing an interesting 

problem. Over 92% of their total archives were inaccessible. Not 

from a physical standpoint, but rather a contextual one. Simply 

put – there just wasn’t enough data captured about what they 

had in storage to make it in any way findable or usable for 

themselves or members of the public. This was the inevitable 

result of being at the low-end of the budget food-chain while 

continuing to receive endless boxes of documents, cards and 

teddy bears10 for conservation and storage. Nor was this a 

problem unique to them. Most archives around the world find 

 
10 Yes, they also had to store teddy bears and other similar toys that had been 
left in memorial for the lives lost in the Lindt Café Siege that happened in Sydney 
in 2014. 
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themselves facing a similar issue - industry benchmarks at the 

time averaged about 80% of total archives inaccessible around 

the world.  

So, the NSW Archives kicked off a project. They had managed to 

secure a cool $ Million to throw at the problem. The catch – they 

only had 4 months to spend it, or they would lose it. 

The goal was relatively simple: catalogue as many of the archives 

as they possibly could within that budget. Here is where most 

other projects would start getting lost in complexity. I mean, how 

would you tackle the millions of potential archives to target, many 

of which were completely unknown? We are literally talking about 

kilometres of unmarked boxes sitting on shelves in nuclear-safe 

storage.  

And this is where the art of answering the right question came to 

strength. What this project did was nice and simple. First a target 

number was set. This was the number of archives that, if hit, would 

satisfy everyone’s definition of ‘Yes we’ve done well here’. The 

final number chosen was based on the average number of archive 

items they catalogued in a year – 100,000.  

The thing was - the project team didn’t know which archives to 

tackle. There were a few known low-hanging fruit, a few pet 

projects, some sitting in conservation, plenty more turning up at 
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their doors each month and a whole heap more sitting in boxes in 

dimly lit warehouses.  

Without getting too deep into the solution – the project did 

something pretty clever. It established a flexible approach to the 

scope and focused on creating an ever-fed backlog of ‘next up’ 

items. It was actually one of the first projects to pioneer agile 

project management techniques for this type of work. 

The end result of this was a creative, tangible solution to our third 

Valuable Question: ‘What Are We Doing’.  

The answer: “Whatever is next in this backlog, achieving a 
minimum of 100,000 archive items”.  

The power of this was immense. Each team knew exactly what 

they were up to, what was next and how they were contributing 

to this goal. Also, as their goal didn’t have an upper limit, the 

project’s only constraint was the amount of time and money left. 

Any guesses on what the final number of archive items completed 

was, with that cool $ Million and 4 months of concerted effort?  

…Over 550,000! Five and a half times their initial target!11 

 
11 Which led to the project being nominated for a State Award. And in case you 
were wondering – yes, this is a project I led. 
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Not a bad result for an organisation with minimal project 

experience and unfavourable conditions.  

…Maybe there is something to getting these Valuable Questions 

right.   
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The Top Four Mistakes Projects Make  

If you put this book down right now and just started injecting 

these 3 Valuable Questions into the heart of your projects, you 

would immediately see dramatic improvements in your ROIs, 

project speed, your stakeholder buy-in, your project status and 

more. 

The clarity that these three questions provide for a change 

initiative is next to none. 

However, there is power in learning from those who came before 

you. So here are the four most common mistakes that projects are 

making that are destroying their chance at creating value.  

MISTAKE 1: MISREADING SIMPLICITY FOR SIMPLENESS 

The first mistake that so many project leaders make is mis-

reading simplicity for simpleness.  

Yes, these questions are ridiculously simple. So simple that it’s 

easy to under-estimate their importance. What this means is that 

many project leaders and teams ignore the effort to actually 

answer them. They run their projects on a loose assumption or 

‘common understanding’ that everyone knows the answers to all 

3 questions.  
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Please forgive my frankness here, but I’d bet that if I interviewed a 

cross section of these projects, I would get massive differences 

in understanding and clarity at the individual level. Achieving 

consistency and clarity is hard enough when these questions are 

answered! It becomes next to impossible if you run on a loose or 

assumed understanding.  

In the next two chapters, we explore how and when to ask and 

answer the Valuable Questions to avoid loose assumptions and 

drive a strong and consistent WHY across your project.  

MISTAKE 2: IT’S ONLY FOR THE BIG GUYS 

The second most common mistake is assuming that these 

questions and this work is just for large projects and programs.  

It’s not.  

It’s for every project no matter the size. The impact and 

importance of these questions is the same. 

The trick is not to overcook it – and that’s what we are going to 

cover over the next few chapters. 

MISTAKE 3: ANSWERING THE WHAT THEN FINDING THE WHY 

Those that have been around projects for a little while may have 

noticed something about the order of these Valuable Questions. 
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We didn’t start with ‘What are you doing’, but rather we started 

with ‘Why are you doing it’. This was conscious and on purpose. 

Starting with What you are doing, rather than the WHY is one of 

the fastest ways to short circuit your project’s Value. Yet despite 

this, I’ve seen this happen at every single client site I’ve worked 

with.  

Pro tip – get the WHY clarified first. If you inherit a project and the 

what is already somewhat known, it’s important to take a moment, 

answer the WHY then re-ask whether the WHAT is actually the 

right solution. 

MISTAKE 4: TRYING TO DO IT ALONE 

Finally, it’s crucial not to try to do this alone, or expect a sole team 

to run this for all your projects. It doesn’t work. Truly Valuable 

Change needs to become a new culture within your projects. It 

must be embedded in each of your review and decision points. We 

will cover how to do this in Chapters 3 and 4. 
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