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ABSTRACT

Information systems/information technology (IS/IT) investment evalu-
ation has emerged as an important issue for managers in organizations
around the world. The results show relatively high usage of IS/IT
investment evaluation methodologies, and yet, these methodology were
generally not used widely and effectively within the responding organi-
zations. Most of these organizations were not yet fully mature in terms
of their IT. The result has indicated that more mature organizations were
able to utilize both investment evaluation (IEM) and benefits realization
(BRM) methodologies more widely and effectively.

INTRODUCTION

Information systems/information technology (I1S/IT) represents sub-
stantial financial investment for many organizations (Seddon et al.,
2002). However, many senior managers have found it increasingly
difficult to justify rising 1S/IT expenditures (Counihan et al., 2002).
They are under increasing pressure to find a way to measure the
contribution of their organizations’ I1S/IT investments to business
performance, as well as to find reliable ways to ensure that the business
benefits from IS/IT investments are actually realized (Lin and Pervan,
2003). This problem has become more complex as the nature of IS/IT
investments and the benefits they can deliver has evolved over time as
IS/IT itself has changed rapidly (Willcocks, 1992).

Therefore, there is a growing need to evaluate and improve the
measurement of the benefits of IS/IT investments in organizations
(Farbey et al., 1999). This is because the history of numerous failed and
disappointing IS/IT investments in organizations has been widely
documented (Willcocks and Lester, 1997). Having proper evaluation of
the IS/IT investments and ensuring benefits expected from the invest-
ments are realized are very important to organizations.

Most of the studies on IS/IT investment evaluation and benefits
realization that have been done to date have been carried out in Europe
and US (e.g., Norris, 1996; Ward et al., 1996). Very little published work
has been conducted in Australia and Taiwan. Thus, one significant aspect
of this research is to compare and understand the current trends in the
effective utilization and evaluation of IS/IT investments in Australia
and Taiwan.

BACKGROUND

IS/IT Investment

In recent years, many senior managers have come to realize that it is
increasingly difficult to justify the costs surrounding the purchase,
development and other intangibles through the use of IS/IT (Murphy and
Simon, 2002). In fact, according to Hochstrasser and Griffiths (1991),
few companies consistently state that IS/IT is indeed value for money.
Globally, IS/IT spending as a share of corporate capital budgets continues
to increase (Sechrest, 2003). Gartner estimates that global IT spending
will rise from US$2.04 trillion in 2001 to $2.53 trillion in 2006 (an
increase of 4.4%) (De Souza et al., 2003).

Total spending on IT&T by Australian government organizations
during 1999-2000 was an estimated A$4.3 billion or 5% of total
government operating expenditure (ABS, 2003). In Taiwan, the total
IT spending in 2001 was US$6.6 billion, up from US$2.7 billion in 1993
(MAIT, 2002). Gartner forecasts that the IT spending in Asia-Pacific
region will increase from US$203 billion to US$289 billion in 2006
(7.3% increase) (De Souza et al., 2003).

IS/IT Benefits Realization and Evaluation

While pre-investment appraisal and post-implementation review are
important for evaluation purposes, they are still insufficient in terms
of ensuring that the benefits required are realized and delivered to the
organization (Ward and Griffiths, 1996). Assessing the effective deliv-
ery of useful benefits from these services to the business is very difficult
(Remenyi and Whittaker, 1996). A survey by Seddon et al. (2002)
indicates identifying and measuring benefits as the most difficult issue
in evaluating 1S/IT. In addition, a survey by CIE (1990 in Norris, 1996)
found that vague statement of benefits, leading to an uncertain alloca-
tion of responsibility for managing their delivery, as the number one
cause for project failure. Another survey by PricewaterhouseCoopers
(2003) found that organizations achieved expected benefits only 25-
75% of the time.

According to Ward et al. (1996, p215), the essence of benefits realiza-
tion is “not to make good forecasts but to make them come true.......
and IS/IT on its own does not deliver benefits.” Benefits realization
comprises of a range of management activities designed to ensure that
an organization realized the benefits it plans to achieve from an IT
investment (Farbey et al., 1999). Benefits may be considered as the
effect of the changes, i.e. management of changes - the difference
between the current and proposed way that work is done (Ward and
Griffiths, 1996).

Similarly, Tallon et al. (2000) have found in their study that there was
a clear indication of the benefits that flow from being able to compare
the impacts of a specific IS/IT investment against a set of underlying
objectives with the possibility of introducing corrective action (post-
implementation review) if necessary. Earl (1992) has also taken the
view that benefits are associated with business change and not the
technology itself. Things only get better when people start doing things
differently (Ward and Murray, 1997).

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES AND METHODOLOGIES

The purpose of this research was to obtain an overview of IS/IT
investments and benefits management processes and practices in orga-
nizations in Australia and Taiwan. The research aims to provide new
empirical evidence comparing Australia (a developed economy) and
Taiwan (a newly industrialized economy) on their I1S/IT investment
evaluation and benefits realization practices. The survey approach was
chosen as it has the advantage of being able to focus on problem solving
and pursue a step-by-step logical, organized, and rigorous method to
identify problems, gather data, analyze the data, and draw valid conclu-
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sions (Sekaran, 1984). The questionnaire was partly based on previously
validated questionnaire used by Ward et al. (1996) in their UK study.
Specifically, the survey sought to:

1. establish current practices and norms in managing I1S/IT benefits
and evaluation by organizations in Australia and Taiwan.

2. investigate the usage of the IS/IT investment evaluation and
benefits realization methodologies or approaches by organizations
in Australia and Taiwan.

3. compare the survey results between Australia and Taiwan.

The sample for the Australian study was obtained by mailing question-
naires in 2000-2001 to the IS/IT managers and ClOs of 450 organiza-
tions listed in BRW in 2000. Prior to determining the sample size for
the survey, a pilot survey of IT managers/CIOs of 10 companies in
Australia and Taiwan was conducted. Comments about the pilot ques-
tionnaire were all positive. The survey elicited a total of 68 responses
and a response rate of 15.1%.

The sample in Taiwan was selected from a list published by a semi-
governmental organization, the Institute for Information Industry (11
2003). Questionnaires were sent to 275 organizations in Taiwan in 2003
and 106 questionnaires were returned (a response rate of 38.5%).

Late returns were compared with other response received earlier in order
to check for non-response bias. No significant differences were detected
between two samples. Furthermore, a software package, SPSS, was
deployed to analyze the quantitative data collected through the postal
survey. A number of general descriptive methods and tools were used to
summarize and analyze patterns in the responses of people in a sample.

THE SURVEY: FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Overall, the responding Australian organizations were large in revenue
and number of employees, typical of the large corporate sector with
large numbers from manufacturing, mining, financial services, and
retails and services (Table 1), and they were large in revenue and number
of employees. The Australian organizations were mostly hierarchical,
and centralized with a divisional/functional structure.

On the other hand, most Taiwanese organizations were from manufac-
turing, retail and services (24.5) and information technology and
electronics industries (Table 1). Half of the responding organizations
had less than US$10 million in net revenue and 250 employees.
Moreover, the responding organizations were mostly flat (68.3%) and
centralized (58.3%), with almost evenly divided between divisional/
functional and cross-functional structure.

IS/IT Investment Evaluation and Benefits Realization
Methodologies

Respondents were asked about adoption, usage and success with formal
methodologies or processes for various |S/IT activities. The Australian
results revealed a reasonably high adoption of methodology for IS/IT
investment evaluation (65.7%), but less for IS/IT benefits realization

Table 1. Background Information of the Respondent Organizations

Australia  Taiwan

Range Percent  Percent
(%) (%)

(&) Industry sectors

Manufacturing 232 54.7
Retails and Services 116 245
Information Technology & Electronics 0.7 15.2
Financial Services 11.6 19
Mining & Construction 174 04
Education 5.8 04
Utility 5.8 04
Other 239 25
Total 100 100

(32.8%). In addition, 17.4% of the respondents indicated that they did
not have any of these methodologies, while the similar percentage of
the respondents (15.9%) had all four methodologies. Therefore, overall,
their use was found to be commonplace but by no means universal. In
particular, a significant majority had a formal methodology or process
for their IS/IT investment appraisal. On the other hand, the survey
results in Taiwan also revealed a reasonably high adoption of method-
ologies for IS/IT investment evaluation (52.8%) and IS/IT benefits
realization (52.8%). The ANOVA reveaed that organizations tend to
adopt either both methodologies or none at all. However, this has also
disclosed that 47.2% of responding failed to adopt an IS/IT investment
evaluation methodology or an IS/IT benefits realization methodology.

Of those that had methodologies, Australian respondents indicated that
investment evaluation methodology (IEM) was widely used (selected 4
or 5 out of a five-point scale ranging from “not at all” to “extensively”)
in 54.5% of cases. Only 22.7% of those who had a benefits realization
methodology (BRM) pointed out that it was widely used in their
organizations. On the other hand, the Taiwanese respondents reported
that the IEM and BRM were widely used in only 22.6% and 24.5% of
cases, respectively.

In terms of effectiveness of those methodologies in ensuring successful
information systems, 41.9% and 38.1%, respectively, of the Australian
organizations pointed out that they were effective. Overall, the IS/IT
investment evaluation methodology was not effective in ensuring
successful information systems although it was widely used. Further-
more, IS/IT benefits realization methodology was neither widely used
nor effective in ensuring successful information system. The figures for
the Taiwanese organizations were 31.2%, and 29.2% for the |IEM and
BRM, respectively.

Of those who had an IS/IT benefits realization methodology, 81.8% of
the Australian organizations also practiced a formal 1S/IT investment
evaluation methodology. The figure was a bit higher for the Taiwanese
organizations. Of those who had an IS/IT benefits realization method-
ology, 92.9% of the Taiwanese organizations used a formal IS/IT
investment evaluation methodology.

Identifying and Structuring Benefits

According to Mirani and Lederer (1993), alignment with stated organi-
zational objectives has a key bearing on how investment is organized and
conducted, and the priorities that are assigned to different I1S/IT
investment proposals. A great majority of the Australian respondents
(87.7%) had a process ensuring that 1S/IT projects were linked to
business objectives. Only 64.2% of the Taiwanese respondents’ I1S/IT
projects were linked to the business objectives. This should be a real
concern for senior management as these |S/IT projects would not assist
the organizations in achieving their strategic objectives. They would
simply be a waste of organizational resources.

Intangible benefits are often critical to an organization’s operation and
efficiency (Norris, 1996). However, they are usually omitted from
evaluation studies, because they cannot be quantified or justified by
traditional financial evaluation techniques (Apostolopoulos and
Pramataris, 1997). Many Australian respondents (84.7%) indicated that
they had included intangible benefits in their 1S/IT project appraisal
process. However, only half of the Taiwanese respondents (57.5%)
indicated that they had included intangible benefits in their 1S/IT project
appraisal process.

Half of the Australian respondents (50%) believed that their current
project justification process failed to identify all available benefits for
a project. More (67.2%) believed that their current process was able to
quantify the relevant benefits. Interestingly, in 26.2% of cases, the
respondents openly admitted that their current process actually over-
stated the benefits in order to get approval. On the other hand, almost
half of the Taiwanese respondents (46.2%) believed that their current
project justification process failed to identify all available benefits for
a project. However, more (62.3%) believed that their current process
was able to quantify the relevant benefits. Interestingly, in 47.7% of
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cases, the respondents openly admitted that their current process
actually overstated the benefits in order to get approval. This seemed
to imply that while benefits claimed were likely to be quantified and
realized in practice, the process itself placed significant emphasis on
getting project approval than on delivering on proposed benefits.

Of those Australian respondents that felt benefits were overstated, 75%
conducted post-implementation reviews (PIRs), and 50% “often or
always” targeted benefits delivery as part of the post-implementation
review process. In contrast, of those that did not feel benefits were
overstated to get approval and 84.6% “often or always” targeted
benefits delivery as part of the post-implementation reviews process.
Of those Taiwanese respondents that felt benefits were overstated,
72.7% targeted benefits delivery as part of the post-implementation
review (PIR) process. In contrast, of those that did not feel benefits were
overstated to get approval, only 38% targeted benefits delivery as part
of the post-implementation reviews process.

Planning, Delivering, and Evaluating Benefits

Many Taiwanese respondents (60.4%) claimed that their organization
prepared a benefits delivery plan. Without such a plan, it was difficult
to envisage how an organization might effectively realize business
benefits. Only 43% of the Australian respondents prepared a benefits
delivery plan. However, these figures were higher than the survey
conducted by Ward et al. (1996) where only 27% on the UK respondents
had prepared a benefits delivery plan.

Over half of the Taiwanese respondents (65.1%) indicated that they had
a formal process to ensure that the lessons learned from successful or
unsuccessful implementations were transferred to future IS/IT projects.
This figure is higher than their Australian counterparts (52.3%). These
results are somewhat consistent with findings from Willcocks and L ester
(1993) in which 44% of their respondents admitted not to have learned
from their mistakes. However, 71% of the respondents from the survey
conducted by Ward et al. (1996) admitted not to have learned from their
mistakes. It was unclear whether those that did not learn from past
implementations could ever improve their implementation processes.
This is explained by Kumar (1990) who concludes that current practices
may not provide the more important long term feedback improvement
benefits of the evaluation process.

IT Maturity

The respondents were also asked about where they thought their
organizations stand in terms of its stage of growth for each of the seven
elements as described in Galliers and Sutherland’s Stage of Growth Model
(1991).

Table 2 shows that the Australian respondents were generally more
mature in terms of their IT than the Taiwanese respondents. The
“average" Australian organizations were in stage 4 in most of the seven
elements while the “average” Taiwanese organizations were in stages 3-
4. These results also demonstrate a relationship between more mature
organizations (i.e. higher stages on the seven elements) and the effective
and wide use of both investment evaluation (IEM) and benefits realiza-
tion (BRM) methodologies.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

As mentioned earlier, the paper seeks to provide new empirical evidence
comparing Australia and Taiwan on their I1S/IT investment evaluation
and benefits realization practices. The result indicates that while the

Table 2. Results for Stages of Growth

Mean Stage | Strategy | Structure | System | Staff | Style | Skills | Super-
(1-6 stages) ordinate
goals
Australia 4.0 3.8 4.0 4.0 4.0 4.0 4.5
Taiwan 3.3 34 34 28 | 38 [ 32 38

usage of |IEM by Taiwanese organizations is lower than the Australian
organizations, the usage of BRM is quite high amongst the responding
organizations in Taiwan. In addition, both methodologies were used
more widely and effectively in Australian organizations than the
Taiwanese organizations. This may be due to the fact that most of the
Australian organizations surveyed were larger than their Taiwanese
counterparts and therefore, had more resources to adopt both IEM and
BRM more widely and effectively.

In addition, the Australian organizations had put more emphasis on
making sure that their 1S/IT projects were linked to organizational
objectives than their Taiwanese counterparts (88% vs 64%). The
Australian organizations were also more likely to evaluate intangible
benefits than the Taiwanese organizations (85% vs 58%). It is also not
surprising that the Australian organizations were less likely to overstate
the benefits in order to get project approval than their Taiwanese
counterparts (26% vs 48%).

Moreover, the Taiwanese respondents (60%) were more likely to
prepared a benefits delivery plan than the Australian respondents (43%).
This is probably due to the high usage of BRM by the Taiwanese
organizations.

Furthermore, the surveys show that the Australian respondents were
generally more mature in terms of their IT than the Taiwanese
respondents. This may be due to the fact that most of the Australian
organizations surveyed were larger than their Taiwanese counterparts
since larger organizations are generally more mature. The result has also
indicated that more mature organizations (Australian organizations)
were able to adopt both investment evaluation (IEM) and benefits
realization (BRM) methodologies more widely and effectively.

Finally, our study took place at a particular point in time. Further
research could be conducted to capture opinions of benefits realization
and investment evaluation at various phases of an IS/IT projects life
cycle and also in terms of their IT maturity. Alternatively, our study
could be replicated in a few years time in more countries to examine how
IS/IT benefit realization and investment evaluation have changed and
are being managed in light of new emerging e-commerce technologies.
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