MEGAPROJECTS: HOW GREAT LEADERS CAN BE THE
DIFFERENCE BETWEEN SUCCESS AND FAILURE

I By Teddy Kiniry and Ryan Quigley

Large engineering and construction (E&C) projects
nationwide continue to grow as a percentage of U.S.
construction put in place (CPiP) and are becoming
increasingly more complex and geographically
concentrated. A few years ago, FMI estimated that
annual CPiP for projects larger than $1 billion would
increase from $50 billion in 2018 to $350 billion in
2028, with the average project size climbing to $2.9
billion from $2.1 billion.

While this trend presents many opportunities, it
also brings tremendous risk for project leadership.
In the following paper, we discuss key differentia-
tors that distinguish great leaders of large projects
from average ones. Ultimately, these differences can

make or break project success.

Not Your Average Project

When examining ways to increase the likelihood of
success on large, complex projects (LCPs), those that
are $250 million or above, it can be easy to immedi-
ately gravitate toward an operational or tactical lens.
However, many LCP leaders we spoke with identified
talent-related issues as one of the biggest challenges

in delivering these projects.

LCPs, despite their high profiles, have not avoided
the overarching talent problems that plague the
construction industry. Most leaders of these types
of projects are selected due to their track records of
success. However, LCPs present a level of sophisti-
cation and complexity that can confound even the

most successful project leaders.

During our research, we found that those organi-
zations that had greater success on these projects
typically put more intentionality around preparing
and developing project leaders. The challenges sur-
rounding leadership and talent on LCPs prompted
several key questions for organizations considering

this market. These include:

B What is different about this project, and what will

this require from your project leader?

B How effective and deep is your current leadership
bench for these LCPs?

B What criteria do you use to identify, assess and

develop your project leaders for LCPs?

B What would happen if one of your key leaders on
a LCP retired, quit or changed companies halfway
through the project?
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Understanding What Makes an
Outstanding Leader

Considering these critical questions and their
increased importance to the E&C industry, FMI
partnered with experts in the LCP space to explore
what differentiates the standout LCP project leaders

from average ones.

Through surveying and interviewing a diverse
group of leaders, FMI developed a list of key skills
and behaviors to identify, assess and develop suc-
cessful LCP project leaders. While each project and
situation may be different, and success can never be
guaranteed, focusing on developing these competen-
ciesin your LCP leaders will increase the likelihood

of successful outcomes.

The 10 Competencies That
Differentiate a Star LCP Leader
from an Average One

People Competencies | Project Competencies

Develops Teams Creates Alignment

Coaches and Makes Sound and
Mentors Timely Decisions
Cultivates a Thinks About
Leadership Presence | Systems
Connects People Leads Change

Communicates

Effectively Solves Problems

These competencies can be used not only to assess
and identify whether your current leaders are ready
to take on an LCP, but also to coach and develop
your next generation of managers. Having a focused
list of specific behaviors creates more targeted
development and accelerates readiness. Using
assessment tools, such as 360-degree feedback with
questions mapped to these specific behaviors, helps
measure progress while providing experiential

learning opportunities.

Mega: A New Definition

As FMI investigated the complications

around delivering megaprojects on time
and on budget, one major question began to
surface: Why should a dollar amount be the
sole qualifier of a project being considered

a megaproject?

Depending on the size of a particular firm
and the complexity, many projects present
similar issues and risks as megaprojects
but on smaller scales. Given that these
challenges can be more universal, FMI
redefined the way we think about megaproj-
ects, shifting to calling them large, complex
projects (LCPs). FMI defines LCPs as proj-
ects that are at least $250 million and have

a minimum of three of these factors:

B Accelerated timelines.
B Set end dates.

B Multiple clients with different end users

and stakeholders.

B Different teams delivering on many

phases.

B Complicated contractual relationships,

such as a multiparty joint venture.
B Design concurrent with construction.
B Peak demand for labor.

B New technical expertise.
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It is worth noting that the list above is not theoret-
ical in nature; rather, the competencies listed have
emerged in numerous examples of successful LCPs.
For this article, we’ll highlight two examples to

illustrate how these apply to the field.

Develops Teams
FMI defines the develops teams competency as

someone who:

B Ensures teams work effectively together to

achieve project objectives.

B Assigns tasks or roles that leverage everyone’s

strengths and interests.
B Celebrates and rewards team achievements.

B Encourages others to collaboratively address

conflict.

For example, one LCP leader talked about the impor-
tance of establishing partnering sessions to learn
about the project’s roles, processes and metrics for
success. “A lot of times the owners don’t have the
time or patience, but the really good projects have
leaders or owners who are really passionate about
the commitment to have a successful project, and
they share that commitment and share their vision
and talk about what that will mean to be successful.
Atthe end of it, everybody has a very clear vision of
what their role is, the preferred outcome and what
they needed to do to be part of that.”

Communicates Effectively
Another competency that was often highlighted was
communicates effectively, which FMI defines as:

B Listening attentively to others.

B Communicating relevant information to the

right people in a timely manner.
B Conveying ideas so that others listen.

B Utilizing all mediums to communicate and share

information across the project.

Having project leaders who exemplify these behav-
iors can have a powerful impact on a high-per-
forming LCP. “The problems we always saw were
the result of breakdown in communication and

decision making.”

The Importance of Developing
Your Talent

It’s not enough just to focus on
leadership competencies. You
need to consider the careers of
your talented people first and
develop plans for helping them
achieve their long-term goals
within your organization.

As one successful LCP leader pointed out, “Let’s take
a 30-year-old engineer, for example, who comes on
as your lead process engineer on a project. How do
you ask someone for a nine-year commitment to one
project? You have to figure out a way that they won’t
spend the whole project in that one role. You must
think about where they should move next and what
that would look like.”

Projects of this length require intentionality around
talent development, succession planning and career
advancement. As today’s workers have more career
options, asking for a multiyear commitment on
one project in the same role will likely cause reten-

tion issues.

As one executive said, “You have to take care of
things like career management that you never
thought you had to before. It’s obvious that these
leaders have talent and won’t want to spend the
entire project in that same role. You have to make

career plans.”
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At the onset of any LCP, creating clear, transparent
succession plans and opportunities for advance-
ment will help ease the burden of multiyear com-
mitments. It’s important to talk about succession
planning and career development, especially with
your next generation of LCP leaders, so they under-
stand what specific competencies and behaviors

need focus.

While the challenge of talent development for LCPs
has yet to be solved, we can work to develop critical
competencies that improve the likelihood of suc-

cessful projects.

To help you begin thinking about your leadership

bench for upcoming LCPs, ask yourself:

B Who are your current LCP leaders, and what
is your plan to prepare them to take on larger,

more complex projects?

B What measures will you take to identify, assess

and develop your talent?

B What is your plan for succession and career

advancement of your key leaders on LCPs?

Having clarity on the questions above can reduce
the potential for disaster and create a competitive
advantage for those with a clearly defined talent
strategy. Think of these competencies as ways to
promote analysis and conversation. The more inten-
tionally you create a talent development strategy
for LCPs, the better chance you have of delivering

exceptional results for your clients and the industry.

THE FMI QUARTERLY | Second Edition 2022



https://fmicorp.com/consulting/c-services/leadership-organizational-development/high-performing-teams

Authors

As a consultant with FMI, Teddy Kiniry supports clients in the engineering
and construction industries in their efforts to grow as leaders, build high-
performing teams and develop organizations with their people at the center.
Teddy leverages resources and other thought leadership to create resources
that clients can use in their daily work. His background in construction
allows him to bring a unique perspective and innovative ideas to every
client engagement.

Before FMI Teddy managed a territory for United Rentals, the world’s largest
construction rental equipment provider, supporting a variety of clients

and projects. Teddy can be reached at teddy.kiniry@fmicorp.com.

Ryan Quigley is passionate about building strong leaders and developing
high-performing teams through people and process improvement. He
balances client work with internal research to support thought leadership
team initiatives. Ryan has spent a significant portion of his time at FMI
assisting clients with succession planning, talent development and building
high-performing teams for large, complex projects.

Prior to joining FMI, Ryan was a financial center manager for Bank of
America, where he motivated and inspired his team to establish strong
client relationships and achieve operational excellence. Ryan served as a
subject matter expertin financial center compliance and regularly reviewed
operational compliance at several high-priority financial centers. A key to
success was implementing a customer-centric approach that made client
experience a top priority for process improvements. Ryan can be reached at

iclev@fmi


mailto:teddy.kiniry@fmicorp.com
mailto:ryan.quigley@fmicorp.com

FM

FMI is a leading consulting and investment banking firm dedicated to serving companies working
within the built environment. Our professionals are industry insiders who understand your operating
environment, challenges and opportunities. FMI’s sector expertise and broad range of solutions help
our clients discover value drivers, build resilient teams, streamline operations, grow with confidence

and sell with optimal results.

CONTACT US OFFICES
RALEIGH HEADQUARTERS Denver
223 S. West Street 44 Cook Street
Suite 1200 Suite 900
Raleigh, NC 27603 Denver, CO 80206

303.377.4740

@ 919.787.8400
Houston

1301 McKinney Street
Suite 2000

Houston, TX 77010
713.936.5400

Tampa

4300 W. Cypress Street
Suite 950

Tampa, FL 33607
813.636.1364

fmicorp.com


www.fmicorp.com



