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Definition of a Project: a Temporary Endeavor

Megías, A., Navas, J. F., Petrova, D., Cándido, A., Maldonado, A., Garcia-Retamero, R., & Catena, A. (August 01, 2015). Neural 
mechanisms underlying urgent and evaluative behaviors: An fMRI study on the interaction of automatic and 
controlled processes. Human Brain Mapping, 36, 8, 2853-2864.
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• Over $15 trillion a year in global GDP is projects

• Between $5 and $7 trillion a year in failed schedule and cost 
objectives is due to human factors

• No more time for anecdote and guessing, we have to bring science 
and discipline to project management
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There's only one way to increase project performance: 

start with the source of information processing - the computer 
between your ears. 

(Side note: relying on AI or data alone will not solve it. Computers 
give us data, humans make decisions.)
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That’s a lot of power!

• Around 100 billion neurons

• Processes information between neurons at speeds up to 250 MPH

• Uses 20% of your body’s oxygen

• Up to 2,500 terabytes of storage, or 5,000 standard computers

Brain Facts
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One Issue: Humans are Optimized for Survival
Not Always Logic
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“I am completely operational, all my circuits are 
functioning perfectly”

Can we trust our brain to tell us it’s functioning perfectly?

From the AI computer in the movie 2001: A Space Odyssey



Institute forNeuro & Behavioral Project 
Management

9

Information 
Input

Logical 
Output

Computer processing is logical and rational

yielding an accurate and consistent output
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Information 
Input

Incomplete 
Output

Processing is bypassed

due to time pressure
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Information 
Input

Incomplete 
Output

Processing is avoided due to mental 

discomfort (cognitive dissonance)
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Information 
Input

Incomplete 
Output

Processing is decreased due to 

cognitive load
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Information 
Input

Erroneous 
Output

Processing defaults to learned patterns 

due to mental shortcutting (heuristics)
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All our project management methods, which are based on the rational model 

of human behavior, are missing the human element and are not designed for 

optimal performance.

Thus, we need to redesign project management around the brain
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from Project Management to

Project Science
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Applying Science to Project Management
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17 Behavioral Economics & Behavioral Finance…
…Now Behavioral Project Management
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Meet Some of the Scientists

Daniel Kahneman
Nobel Prize Laureate 

and Cognitive 
Psychologist
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Tali Sharot

Neuroscientist

Dan Ariely

Behavioral Economist

Roger Buehler

Social Psychologist
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Richard Thaler

Nobel Prize winner
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Wait! Who’s this guy?
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Some Behavioral Results

• 18 percent change in human decisions 

due to reframing
• 80 percent increase in prediction 

accuracy
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• 35 percent increase in employees 

following procedures

• 25 percent increase in monthly 

schedule forecast accuracy
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The Human Factor Impacts Projects More

70% Impact 30% Impact

Behavioral

Technical
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Project-Based Leadership & Organizational Psychology

Cognitive Impacts of Time Pressure

Project-Based Teams

The Neuro/Behavioral Domains Across Project Phases

Behavioral Project ClosingBehavioral Project ExecutionBehavioral Project PlanningBehavioral Project Initiating

Heuristics

Choice Architecture/Nudge

Judgment & Decision Making Sciences

Social Psychology

Uncertainty Sciences

Risk Sciences

Forecasting/Prediction Sciences

Cognitive Biases

Neuroscience
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The New Foundation of Popular Methods – Project Science 

Behavioral Project 
Management

Agile

PMBOK

APM
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Your Brain on Projects
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What’s time have to do with it?

Megías, A., Navas, J. F., Petrova, D., Cándido, A., Maldonado, A., Garcia-Retamero, R., & Catena, A. (August 01, 2015). Neural 
mechanisms underlying urgent and evaluative behaviors: An fMRI study on the interaction of automatic and 
controlled processes. Human Brain Mapping, 36, 8, 2853-2864.

• Time constraints activate an 

area of the brain releasing 

the motor system from 

inhibition, causing faster and 

premature decisions.

• Time pressure reduces 

creativity, and thus 

innovation.
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Time Pressure Processing

Inputs Time 
Pressure 

Processing 

Reduced 
Training & 
Coaching

Reduced 
Creativity

Decision 
Errors 

Increase

Biases 
Increase

Risky 
Decision-
Making 

Increases

Changes 
Trust, 

Ethics, and 
Governance
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Your Brain on Optimistic Planning

• We are more optimistic than 

pessimistic, resulting in unrealistic:

• Risk analysis (Risk KA)

• Schedule duration estimation (Time KA)

• Cost estimation (Cost KA)

• Note that future events are more 

heavily weighted toward 

optimism. 
Sharot, T., Riccardi, A. M., Raio, C. M., & Phelps, E. A. (2007). Neural mechanisms mediating optimism 

bias. Nature, 450(7166), 102-5. http://dx.doi.org.tcsedsystem.idm.oclc.org/10.1038/nature06280
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Confirmation Bias in the Brain
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Prediction in the Brain

Volz, K. G., Schubotz, R. I., & von Cramon, D. Y. (2003). Predicting events of varying probability: 
uncertainty investigated by fMRI. Neuroimage, 19(2), 271-280.
https://pure.mpg.de/rest/items/item_725506/component/file_2008120/content
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The Redesign Part

Toward the Science of Delivering Dreams Through Projects



Institute forNeuro & Behavioral Project 
Management

Applying Science to Project Management
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Project Science > New Process
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Identify 
Obstacles

New Process
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Designing Processes Around the Brain
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Design 
processes to 
account for 
how the brain 
operates

Processes
Formulate 
metrics that 
measure 
human factors 
with project 
factors 

Metrics

Design human 
interfaces 
around the way 
humans think

Interfaces
Train employees 
in debiasing 
methods when 
using processes, 
interfaces, and 
metrics

Skills

4 Major Modalities
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Identify 
Obstacles

Insert identify obstacles before 
estimate durations process

Processes

Measure optimism bias in correlation 
to obstacles identified

Metrics

Add obstacles as activity option in 
scheduling software

Interfaces

Train to elicit obstacles from planners 
that are typically obscure

Skills

New science-
based process 

across the 
modalities
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Increasing Your Value

• Increased on-time project delivery (Time KA). 

• Higher project management organizational competency.

• Reduced risk for your client (Risk KA).

• Increased customer trust in project outcomes.

• Being a leader in advanced project management.
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The next big steps for innovative organizations

• Developing a College of Project Science at a university

• Full adoption of Behavioral Project Management in a 

PMO – a Behavioral PMO

• Government agencies implementing Project Science

• Adopting science-based planning, designed around the 

brain
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We’ve Started the 
Project Science Revolution

So we can all accelerate the performance 
of projects, worldwide
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Some of Our Scientists
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Josh Ramirez (PhD Cand.)

Jodi Wilson, PhDShari De Baets, PhD

Michael Barbera, PhD
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NEUROPROJEX
at the Institute for Neuro & Behavioral Project Management
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Mapping the Biases to PMBOK and Other Methodologies
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Mapping Example for Uncertainty Aversion Bias

In PMBoK, may present itself in:

o Initiating Process Group
o Planning Process Group
o Following processes:

 Develop Project Charter 
(Section 4.1)

 Estimate Activity Durations 
(Section 6.4)

 Estimate Costs (Section 7.2)
 Estimate Activity Resources 

(Section 9.2)
 Identify Risks (Section 11.2)
 Perform Qualitative Risk 

Analysis (Section 11.3)
 Plan Risk Responses (Section 

11.5)
 Control Schedule (Section 

6.6)
 Control Cost (Section 7.4)
 Monitor Risks (Section 11.7)

In Agile (PMI), may present itself in:

o Higher uncertainty, both technical
and requirements domains 
(Section 2.4)

o Flow-based Agile (Section 3.1.4)
o Predominantly predictive 

approaches (Section 3.1.8)
o While under time-pressure during 

stand-ups (Section 5.2.4)
o The following Pain Points (Section 

5.1)
 Unclear purpose or mission 

for the team
 Unclear working agreements 

for the team
 Unclear team context
 Unclear requirements
 Inaccurate estimation
 Unclear work assignments 

or work progress
o Backlog preparation (Section 5.2.2)
o Sprint planning 

In APMBoK, may present itself in:

o Concept phase of project 
lifecycle

o More predictive lifecycles, versus 
evolutionary

o During project justification and 
closure

o More urgent tasks in task 
prioritization

o Projects that are higher in the 
hierarchy of legal and regulatory 
influences

o Contingency planning
o Provisions for known and 

unknown risk
o Progress reporting
o Forecasting
o Estimating
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The Upcoming NPPQ Certification
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DECISIONDATA
science science

• We put tons of effort into this

• We spend billions on this

• We keep our data processors updated

• We design organizations around this

• We have QA on this

• We write processes for this

This only shows performance

• How much effort do we put into this?

• What percentage of our budget is here?

• Do we keep our decision processors updated?

• Do we design organizations around this?

• Do we have QA on this?

• Do we write processes for this?

This changes performance
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Behavioral Project Management…

…the Science of Delivering Dreams!
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Contacts, Links, and Social Media

www.nbpmi.com

Contact Josh at josh.Ramirez@nbpmi.com
LinkedIn: www.linkedin.com/in/joshramirezpmp/

Twitter: @BehavioralPM
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/behavioralprojectmanagement/
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