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Dark Side – Why do we care?
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New Product Development project

• Who are the stakeholders?

• What's about fuel consumption?
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Project based companies
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One of the largest 
construction 
companies in 
Europe, with 43,000 
staff worldwide - 
20,000 in the UK



Project based companies

“Carillion’s rise and spectacular fall was a story of recklessness, hubris and greed. Its business model was a 

relentless dash for cash, driven by acquisitions, rising debt, expansion into new markets and exploitation of 

suppliers. It presented accounts that misrepresented the reality of the business, and increased its dividend every 

year, come what may. Long term obligations, such as adequately funding its pension schemes, were treated 

with contempt. Even as the company very publicly began to unravel, the board was concerned with increasing 

and protecting generous executive bonuses. Carillion was unsustainable. The mystery is not that it collapsed, 

but that it lasted so long.” (UK Parliament, 2018)

THE DARK SIDE KILLS PEOPLE AND COMPANIES, JOBS ARE LOST, VALUE AND BENENFIT NOT DELIVERED (E.G. 

HOSPITAL LEFT UNCOMPLETED)
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A Famous story and need for theory
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A dark side project: the Ford Pinto
The issue
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A dark side project: the Ford Pinto
“The cost benefit analysis”
• 40 crash tests, and in all these crash tests, the problem occurred.

• Ford engineer’s calculation for reducing explosion risk
• Cost: 12,500,000 vehicles; $11 per vehicle to make the back part stronger, a 

total $137 million

• Benefits (statistically calculated ex-ante… remember optimism)
• 180 people dying X $200 thousand per person = $ 36 million

• 180 persons heavily burned but still alive, $67 thousand per person = $12 million

• 2,100 burned cars., $700 per car, 

• TOTAL roughly $50 million (Saved)

• Not worth investing in a reduction in the explosion risk
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A dark side project: the Ford Pinto
Real numbers
• It is estimated that between 500 and 900 people burnt in Pintos.

• Ford did not stop the production of the Pinto even when the dying 
started

• Ford paid millions of dollars to settle damages out of the court, and 
they continued to produce the Pinto.

• In August 1978, three teenagers were burned when a truck crashed 
into their Pinto from behind, and Ford was, for the first time, charged 
with reckless homicide.

• The reputation damage was huge.

• Ford decided to stop the production of the Pinto.
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A dark side project: the Ford Pinto
Real numbers
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A dark side project: the Ford Pinto
Some questions
• Why did the company do all this?

• How could these engineers sleep at night?

• Why didn't they stop it earlier?
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A dark side project: the Ford Pinto
Context & Organisations
• Oil crisis: Volkswagen & Japanese car makers, aggressively winning 

market shares with smaller cars

• Time pressure (remember crashing the project?): Planning schedule 
crashed from 43 to 25 weeks

• The Pinto is the baby of the CEO of this company, Lee Iacocca. He was 
in urgent need of a small car at that time.

• Safety was not a popular issue at Ford at that time. CEO famous for 
always saying, «safety doesn't sell.»
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A dark side project: the Ford Pinto
Context & Organisations
• Project constraint: the limit of the 2,000s. (The clear goals…)

• Pinto should not weigh more than 2,000 pounds 
• Pinto should not cost more than $2,000. 

• Are you telling the CEO it will cost more than $2,000? 

• The word “problem” was forbidden in this organisation. And the legal 
department had declared that it should be avoided as a word.

• Classic case of self-censorship. How can you see it as a problem if you 
cannot say it? 

• CEOs like Lee Iacocca were pretty much told what they wanted to 
hear
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A dark side project: the Ford Pinto
Legal
• Crash tests started in 1968. The Pinto is put on the market in 70. So, 

there's not much data available. And crash tests became mandatory 
only in 1977.

• In the year the Pinto is brought to the market, you can completely fail 
a crash test and still market the car.

• It's legal. Engineers are still struggling to interpret the data of the 
crash test they have started to do
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A dark side project: the Ford Pinto
The “external pressure”
• Oil crisis.

• aggressive competition with the car makers who arrive with their small cars.
• People want smaller and less consuming cars.

• There's growing regulatory pressure.

• The only trump Ford had was the Pinto. There was no other small car 
available.

• The atmosphere of us against them inside Ford. «All enemies»
• close like in a medieval castle, «Outside, the idiots. Inside, the guys who know 

everything». 
• If you develop strong inside-outside group feelings, the beginning of rule-

breaking. 

Politecnico di Milano, School of Management – Professor Giorgio Locatelli – Giorgio.Locatelli@polimi.it 16



Ethical blindness

The temporary loss of the ability to see the ethical dimension of a 
decision at stake.  (Prof. G Palazzo)
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One of the oldest questions

Why “good people” makes bad things?
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Fraud Triangle Theory
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DARK SIDE

PRESSURE

Force pushing toward illegal/unethical 
behaviours (Financial, emotional, 

hierarchical…)

OPPORTUNITY

Ability to execute plan without being 
caught or will be no punishment

RATIONALISATION

Personal joustification for 
illegal/unethical behaviours 

(everybody is doing it, my boss ask…)

Cressey, D. R. 

(1953). Other people's 

money; a study of the 

social psychology of 
embezzlement.



So, what’s the dark side?
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So, what’s the dark side?
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Is this dark side of projects?
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Is this dark side of projects?

Award sub-contracts on the lowest possible costs
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Is this dark side of projects?
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Is this dark side of projects?
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Therefore

The dark side involves any illegal or unethical phenomena associated 
with projects”.

• ‘Wicked’ – ambiguous and elusive

• Evolutionary, socially constructed, and subjective

• Relevant across the world
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Locatelli, G., Konstantinou, E., Geraldi, J., & Sainati, T. (2022). The dark side of 
projects: Dimensionality, research methods, and agenda. Project Management 
Journal, 53(4), 367-381.



Corruption
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What is corruption?

“Abuse of entrusted power for private gain” 

     (Transparency International)
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What is corruption?

• Bribery is not necessarily a cash transaction, for example, services like free holidays, low tenancy fees in prestigious 

accommodations, etc.

• Extortion: describes the crime of obtaining money or some other valuables by the abuse of office or authority.

• Fraud: involves rogue deceiving innocent party to gain some financial or non-financial advantage.

• Abuse of power occurs when a person in public office deliberately acts in a way that is contrary to his/her duty and breaches 

his/her position of public trust.

• Embezzlement: refer to the misappropriation of property or funds legally entrusted to someone in their formal position as an 

agent or guardian.

• Conflict of interests: occurs when an individual with a formal responsibility to serve the public participates in an activity that 

jeopardises his or her professional judgement, objectivity and independence.

• Nepotism: happens when the decision makers grant favouritisms to their relatives.
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Do we (at least) bother about corruption?
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Italian Infrastructures
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Type Project Name 2001 cost (M€)* 2014 cost (M€) % cost overrun 

Rail 
 

Collegamento ferroviario Torino-Lione 1808 4564 152% 

Sempione traforo ferroviario 1808 3005 66% 

Asse ferroviario Monaco - Verona 2582 9223 257% 

Corridoio 5 Lione-Kiev (Torino-Trieste) 7902 30280 283% 

Accessibilità ferroviaria Malpensa 1133 4280 278% 

Gronda Ferroviaria Merci Nord Torino 1291 4393 240% 

Asse ferroviario Brennero- La Spezia 1511 2766 83% 

Asse ferroviario Ventimiglia-Milano 4380 9102 108% 

Asse ferroviario Salerno - Catania 12292 41149 235% 

Asse ferroviario Bologna-Taranto 742 2299 210% 

Asse ferroviario Milano-Firenze 1291 13135 917% 

Trasversale ferroviaria Orte-Falconara 1926 3719 93% 

Sistema integrato di trasporto nodo Napoli 3886 6624 70% 

Road 
 

Accessibilità stradale Valtellina 481 2410 401% 

Autostrada Cuneo-Nizza 837 3000 258% 

Asse stradale pedemontano 3099 9336 201% 

Passante di Mestre 2737 4487 64% 

Asse autostradale Brennero-La Spezia 1033 4682 353% 

Pontina-A12-Appia 1136 4937 335% 

Asse autostradale Salerno-Reggio Calabria 13449 13843 3% 

Asse viario Fano-Grosseto 1854 5119 176% 

Asse viario Marche Umbria 1808 2508 39% 

Collegamento A1-A14. Termoli S. Vittore 1549 3371 118% 

Asse Nord-Sud Tirrenico-Adriatico 1738 4960 185% 

Corridoio Jonico 3099 20171 551% 

Nodo stradale e autostradale di Genova 2765 4829 75% 

TOTAL RAIL 42552 134539 216% 

TOTAL ROAD 41225 83653 103% 

TOTAL ALL THE PROJECTS 78137 218192 179% 

 



Tolerance to daviation
Reference Location Sector/Infrastructu

re

Sample Size Overbudget

Table 3 of this paper Italy

Rail 13 +216%

Road 13 +103%

Total 36 +179%

(Flyvbjerg et al., 2016)
World Roads 863 + 20%

Hong Kong’s Roads 25 +11% /  +6% / -1 %

(Cantarelli and Flyvbjerg, 

2015)

updating

(Flyvbjerg, 2008)

World

Rail 58 +45%

Fixed Link 33 + 34%

Road 167 + 20%

(Cantarelli and Flyvbjerg, 

2015)

Europe

Rail 23 +34%

Fixed Links 15 +43%

Road 143 +22%

Total 181 +26%

North America

Rail 19 +41%

Fixed Links 18 + 26%

Road 24 +8%

Total 61 +24%

Other geographical 

areas
Rail 16 +65%

(Cantarelli et al., 2012) Netherlands

Road 37 +19%

Rail 26 + 11%

Fixed Links 15 + 22%

(Lee, 2008) cited in 

(Cantarelli et al., 2012)
South Korea

Road 138 + 11%

Rail 16 +48%Politecnico di Milano, School of Management – Professor Giorgio Locatelli – Giorgio.Locatelli@polimi.it 33



Modern Slavery
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Why do we bother?

• There are estimated more than 40 million people in modern slavery 
around the world. (https://www.antislavery.org)

• 10 million children

• 24.9 million people in forced labour

• 15.4 million people in forced marriage

• 4.8 million people in forced sexual exploitation
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Qatar's case study
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“More than 6,500 migrant workers from India, 

Pakistan, Nepal, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka have died in 

Qatar since it won the right to host the World Cup 10 

years ago, […] In other words, the World Cup project 

counts with direct and indirect a death toll of 6,500 

lives”. (Pete Pattisson et al., 2021)



Qatar World cup infrastructure
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DARK 
SIDE

2 – PRESSURE

Program time constraints
Whole world watching the event

1 – OPPORTUNITY

Kafala System
Passport Confiscation

Debt Bondage
Weak Internal Control System

Salary Abuse

3 – RATIONALISATION

Kafala System
Shortage of cash flow



Sexism (and gender bias)
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“White (or man) privilege does 

not mean your life has been 

easy. It just means the color of 

your skin (or gender) hasn’t 

made it harder.” 

Jimmy Kimmel



Sexism (and gender bias)
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This is the UK 2022

Politecnico di Milano, School of Management – Professor Giorgio Locatelli – Giorgio.Locatelli@polimi.it 40



This is the UK 2022
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“Physics isn’t something that girls tend to fancy. They don’t want to do it. 
They don’t like it… There’s a lot of hard maths in there that they don’t want 
to do.

[…]

We’re certainly not out there campaigning for more girls to do physics. I 
wouldn’t do that, and I don’t want to do that, because I don’t mind that 
girls make up only 16% of students taking the subject.”

Katharine Birbalsingh - UK Government Social Mobility Commission Chair



Some facts (UK Statistics)

• 73% of female engineers have experienced sexual discrimination, harassment or victimisation at 

work. 

• More than half of the people working in the construction industry have witnessed or experienced 

Sexism 

• Despite comprising over 50% of the population, women still make up only 11% of the 

construction workforce; this number drops to just 1% of operatives on-site, even in the UK. 

• Women in the construction industry experience different sorts of Sexism, including lower salaries, 

delay in their careers and sexual harassment.
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Some dimensions of sexism

• The underrepresentation of women,

• Glass ceiling and vertical segregation

• Leaky pipeline

• Sexual harassment 

• Pay gap 

• Lack of access to informal networks

• Gender stereotypes
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Some consequence of sexism

• Slow progression and poor promotion prospects 

• Long working hours and work-life imbalance 

• Masculine culture: conflict and aggression

• Feeling invisible and isolated

• Pay gap and restriction to certain roles 
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Addessing sexism
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Training (man included)

Mentorship

Pink quota????



Addessing sexism
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Training (man included)

Mentorship

Pink quota????
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Therefore a framework can help!
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 Local perspective 

The phenomenon is illegal or 
unethical, for the local 

standards 

The phenomenon is both legal 
and ethically acceptable for local 

standards 

In
te

rn
at

io
n

al
 p

e
rs

p
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ct
iv

e
 The phenomenon is 

illegal or unethical, for 
the international 

standards 

Clearly, a Dark side 
(e.g., bribery) 

The phenomenon is 
controversial; We consider it a 

dark-side phenomenon because it 
does not respect the 

international standards 
(e.g., Kafala system, sexisms) 

The phenomenon is 
both legal and ethically 

acceptable, for the 
international standards 

The phenomenon is 
controversial; it is a dark side 

because it does not respect the 
local standards 

 
(e.g. tax elusion) 

The phenomenon is not a dark 
side. 

 
(everything else) 

 



Discrimination in projects
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https://science.nasa.gov/
open-science/transform-
to-open-
science/stories/dr-flavio-
azevedo
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