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Many federal agencies recognize an important truth about
capital programs: not all projects are created equal. While this
realization is being incorporated into planning in a positive
way, organizational blind spots continue to undermine project
success. We're looking at why and what to do about it.

Federal projects span a wide range of scope: Some projects are
straightforward and repeatable. Others are politically sensitive,
operationally disruptive, schedule-driven, highly technical,

or dependent on a web of stakeholders that can turn even a
“simple” facility into a major delivery challenge.

To address this reality, several federal agencies assign project
complexity ratings to projects in their capital programs.

The U.S.Army Corps of Engineers (USACE), Naval Facilities
Engineering Systems Command (NAVFAC), and the Architect of
the Capitol are examples of organizations that have formalized
how they categorize projects and scale project controls
accordingly. Other agencies often apply similar approaches,
even if they label them differently.

This trend reflects a growing maturity in federal construction
project delivery: the recognition that a project’s likelihood of
success is directly tied to its complexity, and that complexity
should drive the level of planning, oversight, and risk

management required.

FEDERAL AGENCIES HAVE FORMALIZED COMPLEXITY
FOR A REASON

USACE has reinforced its approach through guidance such as
Engineering and Construction Bulletin (ECB) 2023-11, focused
on megaprojects and overall delivery guidance. While every

project carries uncertainty, megaprojects carry uncertainty at
scale. They require deliberate attention to delivery strategy,

governance, coordination, and disciplined risk management.

NAVFAC has taken a similarly structured approach through
NAVFAC Instruction 11013.41: Project Governance for Facility
Construction Projects, which establishes a Project Governance
Framework for Category 1 and Category 2 facility construction
projects. In that instruction, NAVFAC makes an important point:
governance should not be “one size fits all.” It must be scaled
appropriately based on project complexity to balance oversight
with efficiency.



NAVFAC also requires the Accountable Leader to assign a
project complexity score (Low, medium, high, or unique) using
a Project Complexity Determination Matrix. This score then
shapes the governance and oversight model applied.

This is an intentional and rational approach. The more complex
the project, the more structure and controls are required to
prevent cost overruns, schedule failures, stakeholder conflict,
and quality shortfalls.

MOST COMPLEXITY MODELS USE SIMILAR INPUTS

Across federal agencies, project complexity rating systems tend
to evaluate similar criteria. Many of the factors are objective
and measurable, such as:

» Cost and funding profile

» Schedule duration and phasing requirements

» Acquisition strategy and contracting method

» Number of stakeholders and decision-makers

» Impact on ongoing operations

» Security requirements

» Strategic importance and visibility

» Uniqueness of the project or technical challenges
» Volatility of requirements and likelihood of change

» Team experience with similar delivery environments

These are all legitimate drivers of complexity. A multi-phase
renovation in an occupied, secure facility, funded by multiple
sources, with high public visibility and evolving requirements,
is clearly more complex than a standard new construction
project on an open site. And the purpose of these scoring
models is clear: to determine which oversight measures and
risk management tools should be applied. When used properly,
complexity ratings are a strong early indicator of how much
governance and discipline a project will require.

COMPLEXITY RATINGS ARE USEFUL, BUT THEY’RE
MISSING A MAJOR VARIABLE

There is a blind spot in many project complexity models. They
focus heavily on the nature of the project itself, but far less on
whether the organizations involved are truly ready to deliver
it. That distinction matters because major federal projects are
not executed by a single entity. They are delivered through a
network of stakeholders: the owner, the end user, the funding

authority, the contracting organization, the construction
agent, designers, commissioning agents, security personnel,
operations staff, and others. Each of these groups plays a role
in the project’s success. Even if the project is correctly rated
as “high complexity,” that rating does not indicate whether
the participating organizations are prepared to operate at the
required pace and intensity. In many cases, project failure is
not caused by the complexity of the project itself. It is caused
by a mismatch between project demands and organizational
capability.

THE FIRST HIDDEN RISK: ORGANIZATIONAL READINESS

Organizational readiness is not an abstract concept. It is
measurable, visible, and often predictive. Readiness is tied to
whether an organization has the structure and systems needed
to deliver a project of a given scale. It includes factors such as:

» Organizational structure and clarity of roles

» Quality, depth, and availability of resources

» Established project controls and repeatable processes
» Decision-making pathways that function efficiently

» Culture of accountability, responsiveness, and performance

A project may be complex on paper, but the real question
is whether the owner organization and stakeholders are
positioned to manage that complexity.

THE SECOND HIDDEN RISK: PROJECT TEAM READINESS

Readiness is not only an organizational issue, it is also
a project team issue. A project team may have talented
individuals, but may still be under-equipped due to size,
bandwidth, or limited authority. Project team readiness
includes:

» Whether the team is staffed appropriately for the workload

» Whether team members have the required technical
capabilities

» Whether they have delivered similar projects before

» Whether they have real decision-making authority

» Whether stakeholders are represented consistently and
effectively

Critically, readiness must exist across the full stakeholder
ecosystem, not just within one organization. It only takes
one unprepared stakeholder group to slow decisions, delay



procurement actions, disrupt design reviews, or create a
backlog of unresolved issues that eventually becomes a
schedule and cost crisis.

TOOLS DON’T DELIVER PROJECTS, PEOPLE AND
ORGANIZATIONS DO

Federal agencies increasingly mandate the use of strong
project management tools. These include:

» Tiered governance meetings

» Escalation matrices

» Partnering workshops and project charters

» Risk management plans, risk workshops, and risk registers
» Project management plans and execution strategies

» Communication management plans

» Change management plans

» KPI dashboards and reporting cadences

These are all valuable tools. When implemented with
discipline, they improve transparency, align expectations,
surface risks early, and establish a framework for accountability.
But too often, teams stop at the planning stage. They create
the risk register. They define escalation procedures. They write
the project charter. They build dashboards. They schedule
governance meetings. Then execution begins, and the follow-
through never materializes at the level required.

THE REAL TEST: FOLLOW-THROUGH AT THE PACE THE
PROJECT REQUIRES

The value of project controls is not in creating them. The value
is in consistently using them. Risk mitigation actions must
actually be implemented. Escalations must occur early enough
to matter. KPIs must be measured and reported on schedule.
Governance meetings must produce decisions, not just updates.
Project status communication must be routine and credible.
More importantly, all of this must occur at the velocity required
by the project. That means:

» Navigating internal bureaucracies efficiently
» Obtaining approvals without unnecessary delays
» Resolving issues promptly rather than deferring them

» Communicating clearly and consistently across

organizations

» Making decisions fast enough to avoid downstream impacts

This is where many project teams struggle, not because the
project is complex, but because the organizations are not
equipped to operate with the urgency and discipline the
project requires. And when readiness is lacking, the project
absorbs the consequences through delays, redesign, rework,
claims, and stakeholder dissatisfaction.

CONCLUSION: COMPLEXITY IS THE STARTING POINT, BUT
READINESS IS THE REAL PREDICTOR

Federal agencies have made significant progress by
implementing formal project complexity rating systems. These
frameworks help organizations identify which projects require
higher levels of governance, stronger oversight, and more
rigorous project controls. These ratings are an important early
indicator of the resources and management intensity required
for success. They also allow agencies to scale the use of
proven tools such as risk management, governance structures,
escalation pathways, and structured communication systems,
based on project need.

But complexity ratings alone are not enough, because the
most common point of failure is not risk identification but the
inability to act on it. Organizations and project teams are often
unprepared to operate at the velocity, efficiency, and intensity
that major projects demand. Sometimes they lack structure and
systems. Sometimes they lack experience. Often, they lack both.

For that reason, before launching major capital projects,
organizations should consider undertaking a formal readiness
assessment to evaluate whether the enterprise is healthy,
aligned, and nimble enough to execute the project successfully.
When organizational readiness is in place, project management
tools become powerful. When it is not, even the best tools
become paperwork. In today’s environment of constrained
budgets, heightened oversight, and increased delivery pressure,
readiness is not a “nice to have.” It is one of the strongest
predictors of project success. p
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