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Features  

Project reviews 
 
Jeremy Newton, director at Currie & Brown, examines the importance of project reviews and 
considers the essential elements that make project reviews a success. 
 
“The past can hurt. But the way I see it, you can either run from it, or learn from it” – Walt 

Disney 

The success of any major construction project depends on teamwork and co-operation. Get it 

right and happiness abounds. If it goes badly, however, the parties involved can end up in a 

battle zone of mutual accusation and recrimination.   

Yet successfully managed confrontation in the event of problems can be beneficial. With a 

properly organised review of the project (often discouragingly referred to as ‘post mortems’), 

difficulty can be turned into opportunity. By talking through what worked and what didn’t, 

lessons can be learnt, relationships strengthened and trust re-established. 

This sort of discussion has real value. If mistakes can be identified and corrected then time, 

money and effort can be saved in the future. But to get the most out of a review process, it is 

best to be disciplined and follow a set of rules. Accurate project records should also be kept 

and shared. 

The obvious time to hold this sort of discussion is towards or at the end of a project, though 

there can also be real value in having a review at various staging points as work progresses. 

This allows for any potential improvements that have been identified to be implemented 

going forward. 

Who should be involved? Of course, a roundtable discussion can involve people at more 

than one level, but a meeting – preferably as soon as possible after the handover - should 

certainly involve senior representatives of participants such as the client, the main contractor, 

the project and design managers and the consultant team. 

No one involved in the key decision stages should be left out but, at the same time, the 

number of people attending should not be so large as to mean that everyone doesn’t have 

the opportunity to contribute.  

The larger the number of individuals at the table, the more difficult it will be to maintain order 

and structure. A total of 12 to 15 people is probably about right. Everyone involved should 

come prepared and be allowed to have their say; a pre-meeting questionnaire sent to all will 

help to concentrate thoughts and save time later. 

One way of stimulating discussion without creating conflict is to ask those involved to put 

points they wish to raise on a Post-it note and then stick them all up in the room. If they are 

put up anonymously, it means that criticism – particularly of other participants – will not 

cause direct conflict between those present. 

In general, it is hugely important to keep things positive and not to engage in personal blame 

or recrimination. Any rancour will quickly poison the atmosphere and badly hinder the central 

aim of learning from the process. For example, the key is to identify the root cause of any 

mistake – should it be found that a programmer had not allowed enough time for a certain 

‘critical path’ activity, the review should be focused on the reasons for that and not on that 

person’s individual failure. 
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Thoughtful and inclusive use of language is vital. For instance, it’s much better to say “How 

did we do?” rather than “What went wrong?” Everyone also needs to be tolerant and 

understanding: no one is perfect and everyone, including clients and project leaders, can 

make mistakes. 

It’s also worth remembering that something good will probably result even from projects that 

have gone badly. The review process is not just to identify errors and bad practice, but also 

to explore positive outcomes and take them forward. As the author Bram Stoker said: “We 

learn from failure, not from success”. 

The process will only work properly if everyone involved is prepared to admit to faults. There 

also has to be a recognition that every project is different and creates its own individual 

challenges as well as opportunities to draw out experiences which could be useful in the 

future. 

While ‘post mortems’ are important in themselves for the participants, if the lessons learnt 

aren’t disseminated, the benefits will not be optimised for the companies’ involved. Again, 

how this is done can be a management headache.  Preaching or pontificating may have a 

negative effect on those not involved in the project. 

All this can be demanding for those involved, and most particularly if not enough thought had 

initially been given to the planning process before work started and the right team ethic 

created. 

Unfortunately, there is still a fear of this kind of review process which means it is not used in 

the construction industry as often as it should be. Not unnaturally, people can be frightened 

of transparency and of being criticised in front of their peers. 

They may also be concerned about commercial confidentiality and reputational risk. That is 

why it is so important to tread carefully, be aware of sensitivities and encourage rather than 

condemn. 

The whole exercise should not be complex, and a single session should not last longer than 

about two hours, or attention will start to stray. An alternative is to hold the review over the 

course of a day and include breakout sessions, discussion forums and refreshments to keep 

everyone involved and interested. 

Ideally, the person leading the discussions should be a neutral but project-experienced 

facilitator – perhaps from the client or the contractor side - rather than someone who has 

been deeply engaged in the project from the start. This allows the process to be seen as 

genuinely objective. 

Even if there have been tensions and difficulties during the project, a properly structured 

review can be hugely beneficial for those involved. Openness and honesty build trust across 

the various parties and can lay the foundations for participants working together in the future. 

Indeed, it may be possible for some type of carrot to be the reward for positive commitment 

to the review to limit fear of a big stick being wielded. 

Mistakes at any stage of a project can prove to be very expensive to the client, consultant 

and contractor alike – it is in all parties’ interests to avoid repeating those mistakes on a 

future project. 

In essence, project reviews should be seen as opportunities for everyone involved to ‘get 

better’ and to engage in positive continual improvement – we never stop learning. 
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It really should be a ‘win-win’ situation for everyone and provide a tangible and positive return 

on the investment of a few hours of people’s time. Let’s hope it’s something which the 

industry starts to embrace widely and enthusiastically. 

ends 
 

 


