Assignment 6: Background summary
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1. How is the issue discussed in the trade press (General: WSJ, Business Week; IS Specific: Information Week, CIO; and Industry Specific)?  What examples are given of this issue? (be specific)

There is a lot of literature on the subject of project management and project failure. 
In a business week article by Andy McCue, it is claimed that the biggest reason for project failure is lack of IT governance. The IT initiatives are usually implemented only in the IT departments. There is a lack of communication between the IT and the non IT departments. The results of poor IT governance are increased IT costs, lack of strategic deployment, risks to the data security and risk of non-compliance to regulations. One of the biggest reasons for this gap in communication is the lack of technology awareness among the top management of companies. The initiative for IT governance has to come from the top management and it has to percolate down to the lower levels of the organization. The top management has to create conditions suitable for project success. They also say that medium sized organizations are more prone to project failures because they are less likely to have the required processes in place for project management.
On the other hand, CIO magazine cites requirement gathering as the main reason for project failure. They claim that as many as 71 percent of the software projects fail because of problems with requirement gathering. They have not really given much information about the basis for this claim. They just say that these are the figures reported by the ‘analysts’. The project can fail miserably if it was started with the wrong requirements. Even if it started off in the right direction, change in scope of the project can lead the project astray very quickly. One of the difficulties with cited with respect to requirement gathering is that the business users do not know what they want. They ask for something that cannot be delivered, or they can’t describe a business requirement which can be converted into code. But I believe that it is the responsibility of the IT department to decode the business requirements. I feel that the IT folks have to develop some business skills and try to understand the business. It is helpful if the business people have some knowledge of the software development process but it is not their job to convert business requirements into code. 

The article suggests some remedial measures to ensure that requirement gathering does not go wrong. These steps involve stripping down the scope of the project, reducing the number of stakeholders from whom the requirements were being gathered, and IT taking a leadership role in the requirement gathering process. 

Other articles such as Critical Chain and Risk Management, Protecting Project Value from Uncertainty (Part 1) from www.focusedperformance.com choose to focus on risk management aspect of project management. According to them risk management is the most important factor in the success of a project although they do not cite any statistics. They say that risk management should be the primary activity in a project. All the other activities involved in managing the project should be done with the risk management in mind. This is an interesting approach. They advocate a heavy use of recognition of risk in preparing project plan and critical chain. 
In addition to these articles there are many published statistics about the project success/failure rates. One of the most popular such report is the Standish group’s CHAOS report first published in 1994. This report paints a very bleak picture of IT project management in general. They claimed that only 16 percent of the IT projects were successful in 1994. They also claimed that the cost overruns on an average were as high as 189 percent. There have been other reports questioning the data collection methods and the methods of analysis used by the Standish group. 
2. What is said about this issue in vendor and consultant white papers? Is there general agreement on how it should be approached?  What differences are there?  (be specific).

The white paper ‘Managing Change in Organizations: It’s Management’s Responsibility’ by Global Knowledge delves into the importance of change management in enterprise software deployments. This paper has a very good collection of statistics from several studies done on project success. They place the median success rate close to the Standish Group’s CHAOS report. This report concentrates more on the organizational and interpersonal issues in project management. There are no suggestions related to project management processes such as the critical path management, resource allocation etc. I feel that this is an appropriate high-level view of an IT project but it has to be better grounded in the project management processes and methodologies. The project managers need to know how these high level changes affect their day to day functioning.
In the article ‘Project Pathology: Causes, patterns and symptoms of project failure’ by Thomas International, they take a more detailed look at the measures of project success. They have over 20 years experience of looking at failed or failing projects. Most of their research is based on the study of these failing projects. According to them there are a common set of circumstances related to a project failure. They claim that the most important reason for failure of projects is a lack of project management skills. An interesting aspect of this article is a closer look at the project success criteria. They consider the time, budget and functionality criteria as internal criteria and the benefits of the project as the external criteria. They give more weight to the external criteria of project success. They also consider the covert extra budget allocated to the budget. Many projects require the team members to work overtime and during the weekends. These costs are not captured in the official cost of the project. They also consider the job satisfaction of the people working on the project. Thus they have a very broad outlook on the success criteria of the project. If all these criteria are applied the proportion of successful projects will decrease further. Of all the articles I like this one the best as they seem to have the right combination of high and low level focus.
3. What concepts, ideas, terms, or techniques from your academic coursework (all of it – not just IS) are relevant to understanding this problem?  Are there general ideas that are useful for characterizing the problem? Has the specific issue been considered in some form?

As described in the ‘Project Pathology’ article by Thomas International, I will separate aspects of project management into level1 and level2 factors and look at the academic coursework related to these factors.

‘Level 1’ factors are higher level activities which have to be performed to ensure the success of the project. These factors include lack of stakeholder buy in, lack of an effective project sponsor and resistance to change. These are more organizational issues. 
Organizational Behavior: The ‘Organizational Behavior’ class has many topics related to these factors. Several topics such as managing uncertainty in a group, managing teams and motivation etc help us to understand how and why people react to change in an organization when it involves uncertainty. 
‘Level 2’ factors are more tactical in nature. They include factors such as benefits planning, risk management and requirements gathering. 

Project Management: The Project Management class was highly oriented towards these level-2 factors. This class covered the basic concepts and methodologies in project management and considered how they help in understanding and in dealing with the complexities of managing projects. The concepts from this class are the minimum requirements for a project manager. The concepts about developing a project plan, knowing about the slack in the plan for crashing purposes, resource management etc. are absolutely essential for a successful project. The level-1 factors do make a difference but they cannot do anything by themselves. 
Another class which addresses the Level-2 factors in the Systems Analysis and Design class. A major portion of this class is related to requirement gathering. This is a very important step in a project as is evident from many articles. There are several important concepts in this course such as:

· Business area analysis

· Context diagram

· Developing a visual prototype

· Documenting information flow

· Documenting process flow

Object oriented analysis and design: the object oriented design methodology is very useful in recognizing the different 
4. What general issue is your problem related to?  What does academic research have to say about how that type of issue or problem affects business?  Are there studies that identify the key factors or challenges associated with that general issue (if so what did they conclude)?
The issue chosen by me is a general topic. We can say that IT project management is related to the general topic of project management. The success rate of the IT projects is not increasing because IT is becoming more ubiquitous in today’s world. The expectations from IT are raised. Also, IT infrastructures are more interconnected. These factors make it more difficult to achieve success in IT projects.
There is a lot of academic research on this topic. ‘The impact of size and volatility on it project performance’ is a whitepaper by academics from Oxford University and Simon Fraser University. In this paper they claim that the IT projects are generally far more successful than what is popularly believed. Their results directly oppose the results from the Standish Group’s CHAOS report. The authors of this paper claim that the project managers that they surveyed are more experienced and that they got a more realistic measure of project success from statistical analysis. Unlike other studies, this one concentrates on two major factors affecting the project risk: project size and project process. Another major finding was that the risk associated with a project was not directly proportional to the size of the project. If the project size was reduced, the project risk did decrease considerably. The Standish Group 2002 figures indicate 43% budget overrun, 82% schedule overshoot, and 48% under delivery of scope. Others have found average budget overruns on the order of 33%. On the contrary, this study classified the IT projects into five groups based on a statistical analysis of their performance. 
‘Software project management: scenarios of failure and potential solutions ’ is a study by academics from the Washburn University. This study provides the project manager with tools for studying project failure. A decision tree is provided for each scenario. Using the questions for each decision tree, the project manager can learn about the appropriate actions to be taken in those situations.
Overall I have found that there are several diverse viewpoints when it comes to analyzing project failure. Different studies give the most importance to different factors. There are different levels at which the problem is looked at. Some studies are done at a strategic level where as some are done at a tactical level. None of the studies provide a complete overview of the most important things that the project manager should do to avoid project failure.
