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Finite v. Infinite Games

James P. Carse - 1986 

Finite games have fixed players, fixed rules 

and a clear endpoint. 

Infinite games have shifting players, evolving 

rules and no defined endpoint. The goal isn’t 

to win; it’s to keep playing. 

GAME THEORY



Hockey is a 

Finite Game

Oilers Playoff Run v. Dallas Stars: May 27, 2025



Finite Game:
 Players (during the game)

Extended Game:
 Players (off-ice), owners & the league

Infinite Game:
 Fans and the General Public

Unnamed Oilers Fans – Rogers Place
*If you’re in this picture, let me know. I’d be happy to put you in the credits



Finite Game:

 Project Delivery Team

Extended Game:

 Project Owners

Infinite Game:

 Citizens – People Living with the Project

Tawatinâ LRT Bridge – Edmonton, AB



Once you see that the unquantifiable human 

factors can be measured and managed, you’ll 

realize how much control you have.



Tension:

Project Completion v. 

Continuity

AKA

Cost/Schedule/Commissioning 

v. Permanence/Legacy

Tawatinâ LRT Bridge – Edmonton, AB

*Same bridge as 2 slides ago from a different perspective



Last Chance 
to Volunteer 

in This 
Presentation

Don’t live with regret.



 Tech Support

 Cold Hand-Off v. Warm 
Hand Off

 Project Transition

 Cold Hand-Off v. Warm 
Hand Off

WE NEED PRAGMATIC SOLUTIONS 
TO MOVE PROJECTS FORWARD.

Not Me.  

*Just a visualization of someone who seems to be ‘tech supporty’



Effective 

engagement is 

about everyone 

understanding what 

success actually 

looks like and being 

aligned enough to 

get there.

Still Not Me.  

*And NOT a public engagement event



PROJECT EXAMPLE:
 WESTERN ALBERTA TRANSMISSION LINE





Engagement has been 

turned into a paper 

exercise that slows 

things down with no 

results.

Not a reVerb Associate

*Yes, communications firms have been known to show up looking like this!



Reputation 
Management 

≠ 

Crisis Response

 Cold handoffs = lost context

 Engagement is called in too late

 Should be incorporated early to 

prevent risk



All Papers Referenced Can be Downloaded on reVerb’s Website



Behavioral Science

Loss Aversion 
(Tversky & Kahneman, 1981) 

Communities fight harder to prevent a 

perceived loss than to gain a potential 

benefit. 

Procedural Justice Research 
(Lind & Tyler, 1988) 

People are more likely to accept 

unfavourable outcomes when they 

believe the process was fair and their 

voice was heard. 

Trust Asymmetry Theory 
(Lewicki & Bunker, 1996) 

Trust builds slowly and erodes quickly — 

meaning a single misstep can undo years 

of work.



Micro Example: 

Lilac Bush





 The bush itself wasn’t the issue.

 The project team saw a plant in 

the way of progress.

 The community saw a symbol of 

something that had quietly 

belonged to the space for decades.

 Because of these varying 

perspectives and objectives, even 

a small action — like removing a 

bush — became a trigger.



EMOTION > LOGIC

When people feel disrespected or ignored, 

the issue becomes moral, not technical. 



ENGAGEMENT AND REUPTATION 

RISK FACTORS BELONG IN THE 

RISK MATRIX. 

Don’t just “note” it

Scan for it, categorize it and quantify it.



Resistance Is a Data Point

Why Projects Fail

 Engagement is misunderstood as 
appeasement

 Resistance is dismissed instead of 
analyzed

 Risks are deferred until they 
explode



The Cost of 
Ignoring It

 One lilac bush: $30,000

 Expropriation: Millions

 Indigenous challenge: 
Shutdowns

 Political fight: Headlines and 
reputational damage



1 Page (Engagement) vs. 42 Pages (Condition Ax and Load Evaluation) 



In Practice

 Handed off to EITs as a low-risk task

 Managed off the side of a desk

 Loses to technical priorities

Public-Sector Reality

 Same staff, multiple projects

 Tight budgets and timelines

 Gaps form → context lost → 

promises forgotten

Where 

Engagement 

Breaks Down



 If the stakeholder 

registry isn’t known at 

kickoff, it’s a critical 

failure

 Estimators review every 

technical detail, why not 

engagement history?

 What if missing 

stakeholder data 

triggered an RFI?



Instead of saying:

 

“Well, that’s just how it is,” 

What if we forced a change 
where engagement is 

planned, tracked, and 
measured with the same 

seriousness as every other 
part of the project?

Westconnex Community Meeting - Sydney 



Stakeholder engagement & reputation 

management is about understanding the 

game you’re in, not trying to control it.

Knowing when to lead, 

when to listen, and when 

to adjust your move.



The New Reality 

of Engagement

• Projects move slower than public 

perception

• Trust is fragile: easy to lose, hard to 

rebuild

• Engagement is about awareness, not 

control

• Ignoring it turns manageable risks 

into costly problems

• Reputation is managed via 

engagement
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