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AbstrAct

This chapter examines the causes of failure in 
a Web-based information system development 
project	and	finds	out	how	complexity	can	lead	a	
project towards failure. Learning from an Informa-
tion System Development Project (ISDP) failure 
plays a key role in the long-term success of any 
organization desirous of continuous improvement 
via evaluation and monitoring of its information 
systems (IS) development efforts. This study 
reports on a seemingly simple (but only decep-
tively so) failed ISDP to inform the reader about 
the various complexities involved in ISDPs in 

general, and in developing countries in particu-
lar. An existing framework from contemporary 
research is adopted to map the complexities found 
in the project under study and the critical areas, 
which lead to the decreased reliability and failure 
in Web-based information system development, 
are highlighted.   

INtrODUctION

Information and Communication Technologies 
(ICTs) are globally recognized as an enabler of 
economic and social growth, and Information 



  2131

Information System Development Failure and Complexity

Systems (IS) can play a key role in accelerated 
growth and development if applied properly. In 
the developing countries, there is much talk of 
“development leapfrogging” by deployment of 
Information and Communication Technologies 
(ICT). Developing countries are making direct 
deployment of the latest technologies, techniques, 
and methodologies for the use of information 
systems without the step-by-step use of previous 
technologies already abandoned in the Western-
developed countries. In this scenario, most devel-
opment	efforts	in	the	field	of	Information	Systems	
are overshadowed by organizational dissatisfac-
tion and schedule and cost overruns resulting in 
project abandonment and failure. The following 
quote from a UN report (Gilhooly, 2005, p. 25), 
mentioning Least Developed Countries (LDC), 
sums up the severity of the situation:

Failure to urgently and meaningfully exploit the 
available means to bridge the digital divide may 
consign many developing countries, particularly 
LDCs, to harmful and even permanent exclusion 
from the network revolution.

In this chapter, our focus is Information System 
Development Project (ISDP) failure from the per-
spective of a developing country. Learning from 
an ISDP failure plays a key role in the long-term 
success of any organization desirous of continuous 
improvement via evaluation and monitoring of its 
information systems development efforts. The 
“learning from failure” factor assumes a higher 
level	of	significance	 in	 the	context	of	develop-
ing countries. In developing countries it is very 
important that the scarce resources are optimally 
utilized in such a way that the probability of failure 
is minimized. This study reports on a seemingly 
simple (but only deceptively so) failed ISDP to 
inform the reader about the various complexities 
involved in information systems development 
projects in general and in developing countries 
in particular.

This	chapter	is	organized	in	five	sections.	In	
section two we describe the general information 
system development process and the associated 
rate of failure in this industry. Section three 
discusses the relationship between failure and 
complexity. A case study is presented in section 
four,	followed	by	conclusions	in	section	five.

bAcKgrOUND 

Most of the IS research reported in the literature 
falls in three main categories, that is, positivist, 
interpretive, and critical, and there is widespread 
consensus that interpretive style with a critical 
stance is most suited for researching the IS-related 
issues in developing countries. The research is 
interpretive in nature, and an interview approach 
is used for investigations. The research is of sig-
nificance	to	a	wide	audience	in	the	IS	community	
who are interested in understanding the impact 
and	influence	of	various	factors	on	failure	of	an	
ISDP in the peculiar environment of a develop-
ing country. 

An organization may have one or many 
business processes (work processes) producing 
products, services, or information. In order to run 
properly, these processes need support from:

•	 External environment, including regu-
latory policies, supplier, and competitor 
behavior; and

•	 Internal environment, in the form of re-
sources and managerial and organizational 
commitment.

Information systems support or automate the 
business or work processes by processing the 
information which is usually limited to captur-
ing, transmitting, storing, retrieving, manipulat-
ing, and displaying information. An innovative 
information system usually changes the existing 
business/work processes in order to make them 
more suitable for automation.
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