
Lessons On Risk And Project Management
From The Big Dig

Project management is a critical aspect of any large-scale construction project.
For aspiring project managers and professionals in the field, there are valuable
lessons to be learned from notable projects throughout history. One such project
that carries important insights is the Big Dig, a massive construction endeavor
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that transformed the infrastructure of Boston, Massachusetts. In this article, we
will delve into the lessons on risk and project management that can be derived
from the Big Dig's challenges and triumphs.

Understanding the Big Dig

The Big Dig was an ambitious project that aimed to replace an aging elevated
highway with an underground tunnel system. The primary goals were to alleviate
traffic congestion, improve vehicle and pedestrian safety, and create more
aesthetically pleasing urban spaces. The project began in 1991 and was officially
completed in 2007, resulting in an architectural marvel that reshaped the city.
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The Importance of Risk Management

One of the most significant lessons from the Big Dig is the crucial role of risk
management in project success. The project encountered numerous challenges,
both foreseen and unforeseen, throughout its execution. From financial setbacks
to technical difficulties, risk management strategies played a pivotal role in
overcoming these obstacles and keeping the project on track.

1. Comprehensive Planning

The Big Dig emphasized the significance of detailed planning. The project
planners spent years conducting thorough assessments of potential risks and
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formulating mitigation strategies. By identifying potential challenges and
implementing contingency plans, they were able to minimize disruptions during
construction and ensure the project's progress even in the face of unexpected
difficulties.

2. Collaborative Decision-Making

Successful project management requires effective collaboration among various
stakeholders. The Big Dig showcased the importance of involving all relevant
parties in decision-making processes. Regular communication and coordination
among engineers, contractors, government agencies, and local communities
ensured that decisions were informed, and potential risks were addressed
collectively.

3. Continuous Monitoring and Evaluation

Throughout the duration of the Big Dig, continuous monitoring and evaluation
were prioritized. Regular inspections and assessments of construction processes
enabled the detection of potential risks and allowed for immediate corrective
actions. This proactive approach helped mitigate issues before they escalated
into major setbacks.

4. Embracing Innovation and Technology

The Big Dig made extensive use of innovative technologies to tackle complex
engineering challenges. From advanced tunneling machines to state-of-the-art
monitoring systems, embracing cutting-edge technology allowed for improved risk
assessment and more efficient project execution. This lesson highlights the
importance of staying abreast of technological advancements and utilizing them
to enhance project outcomes.



The Big Dig stands as a remarkable example of both the triumphs and tribulations
involved in large-scale project management. By learning from its experiences,
aspiring project managers can gain valuable insights into risk management,
comprehensive planning, collaborative decision-making, continuous monitoring,
and embracing innovation. The lessons derived from the Big Dig's successes and
challenges can guide future projects towards success and avoid common pitfalls.
Project management is an ongoing learning process, and the Big Dig provides a
significant case study that continues to inspire and educate professionals in the
field.
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experience and interviews with project engineers, executive oversight
commission officials, and core managers, the author, a former deputy counsel
and risk manager for the Big Dig, develops new insights as she describes the
realities of day-to-day management of the project from a project manager's
perspective.

The book incorporates both theory and practice and is therefore highly
recommended to policymakers, academics, and project management
practitioners. Focusing on lessons learned, this insightful coursebook presents
the Big Dig as a massive case study in the management of risk, cost, and
schedule, particularly the interrelation of technical, legal, political, and social
factors. It provides an analysis of the difficulties in managing megaprojects during
each phase and over the life span of the project, while delivering useful lessons
on why projects go wrong and what can be done to prevent project failure. It also
offers new ideas to enhance project management performance and innovation in
our global society.

This unique guide:

Defines megaproject characteristics and frameworks

Reviews the Big Dig's history, stakeholders, and governance

Examines the project's management scope, scheduling, and cost
management—including project delays and cost overruns

Analyzes the Big Dig's risk management and quality management

Reveals how to build a sustainable project through integration and change
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