1673

IS Project Management Contemporary Research

Challenges

M aggieM cPher son
University of Sheffield, UK

INTRODUCTION

Although project management is often said to have its
roots in other traditional fields, such as construction,
Morris (2002) asserts that modern project management
practices have their origins in the 1950s US aerospace
agencies. Much has been written about Information
System (IS) / Information Technology (I1T) projectinitia-
tivesin both the public and private sectors. In fact, many
information systemsfrequently fall short of their require-
ments, and are, more often than not, costlier and arrive
later than anticipated, if indeed they are completed at all.
For instance, accordingto areport for the Organizationfor
Economic Co-operationand Development (2001), failures
of magjor IT investments and key systems development
projects have raised concerns for the achievement of
service improvement through information technology.
Additionally, it hasbeenarguedthat failuresin I T projects
are more common than failures in any other aspect of
modern business(Nulden, 1996). Thewidely-cited Standish
Group (1994) study, carried out in the US, classified IT
projects as follows:

. Resolution Type1 (Project Success): Theprojectis
completed on-timeand on-budget, with all features
and functions asinitially specified.

. Resolution Type2 (Project Challenged): Theproject
iscompleted and operational but over-budget, over
the time estimate, and offers fewer features and
functionsthan originally specified.

. Resolution Type3(Project Impaired): Theproject
is cancelled at some point during the development
cycle.

Thereport estimated the successratewasonly 16.2%,
while challenged projects accounted for 52.7%, and im-
paired projects (cancelled) amounted to 31.1%. Since
largecomplex projectsinany areaaredifficult to organize,
it could besaidthat thelevel of abstractionrequired often
leadsto alack of understanding between all stakeholders
involved with the project. Callahan and M oretton (2001)
describe software design as being “in the code”. They
assert that since it is not visible, it makes it hard to use
software design asafocal point for development project
coordination and integration, unlike many physical de-

signswhich canbemadevisibletoall project participants.
Asaresult of this“invisibility”, managing the develop-
ment of an IS project is arguably more problematic than
project management within the manufacturing sector be-
cause software devel opment is often ahighly conceptual
and complex process.

Indeed, alack of adequate project management knowl-
edge could be said to be a major contributing factor to
unsuccessful | S projects. For instance, as project manag-
ersshould be aware, unless specific objectivesand clear-
cut end points have been set, it can be difficult to know
if amilestone hasbeen reached andindeed if therequired
end-product has been produced. However, making use of
proprietary tools such as Microsoft™ Project is some-
times mistakenly thought of as project management,
whereasreal project management expertise goes beyond
themere production of Gantt or Pert (Program Evaluation
Review Technique) charts, which simply represent project
activitiesin the form of bar charts or flow diagrams. As
Mandl-Striegnitz et al. (1998) point out, important project
management techniques include estimation of costs and
explicitidentification of risks. Clearly, thereisaneed for
more in-depth research to gain a better understanding
relating tothecomplex role of project management within
the whole IS design and development process. This
discussion considers how these problems affect contem-
porary |'S project management research and exploresthe
methodol ogical approaches open to researcherscarrying
out investigations in this area.

BACKGROUND

In order to better understand the challenges facing re-
searchers of Information Systems Project Management
(ISPM), itisnecessary to explorewhat is meant by some
of these terms. As stated by the American National
Standard for Telecommunications (2000), an IS is “an
organized assembly of resources and procedures united
and regulated by interaction or interdependence to ac-
complish a set of specific functions, whether automated
or manual, that comprisespeopl e, machines, and/or meth-
ods organized to collect, process, transmit, and dissemi-
nate datathat represent user information”. Initssimplest
terms, an 1S can bedescribed asahuman activity or social
system, which may or may not involvetheuse of computer
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systems; although, these days the former is more likely.
According to Stoner et al. (1994), management can be
regarded as a process of planning, organizing, leading
and controlling the efforts of staff and other resourcesin
order to achieve organizational goals, and the Associa-
tionfor Project Management (2000) describesaproject as
adistinct set of coordinated activities “... with definite
starting and finishing points, undertaken by anindividual
or organi zation to meet specific objectiveswithin defined
time, cost and performance parameters’. By combining
theseterms, adefinition for |ISPM could be said to bethe
process of managing the creation of an IS through the
establishment of project goals; organizing, leading, co-
coordinating the efforts of staff processes and tasks; and
controlling other resources to achieve a set of agreed
objectives.

Since IS projects are frequently comprised of multi-
disciplinary teamsof people, adefinition of what ismeant
by ateaminthisparticular contextiscalled for. Geddeset
al. (1993), regard ateam as comprising thoseindividuals
who have a significant contribution to make to the suc-
cessful achievement of the project, whether thisisthrough
technical or specialist expertise; sponsorship, political
support or sponsorship; or expectation of, and interestin,
outcomes. Programmers and associated staff are often
selected according to their ability to demonstrate the
appropriatetechnical knowledge, which doesnot guaran-
tee proficiency in managing successful projects. Despite
the emphasis on team |eadership ability, senior devel op-
ers/project managers are often promoted from the pro-
gramming team, with a continued emphasis on technical
expertise(Mandl-Striegnitzetal., 1998).

Inreality, IS project managers must not only be able
to plan and break activities down into components that
can be understood and to control tasksand monitor risks,
but must additionally be able to consider people and
processissuesrequiring significant team-building skills.
Although IS may be implemented by staff with technical
competence, they may well lack the necessary abilitiesto
evaluateorganizational contextsand analyze correspond-
ing behaviors.

Neverthel ess, since 1994 there has been an improve-
ment in project management outcomes. By 2001, the
Standish Group published another report stating that
project timeand cost overruns had reduced significantly.
Although this improvement in project results was con-
firmed by aUK-based survey (Saur & Cuthbertson, 2004),
the authors acknowledged that their sample could have
been unrepresentatively experienced, signifying a con-
tinued need for further research.
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CRITERIA FOR ISPM SUCCESS

Referring to the Standish Group report “ Extreme Chaos”
(2001), it seems that lessons can be learned from the
successes and failures of past projects which warrant
further study. From extensive research, the Standish
Group identified ten criteriafor project success:

Executive support

User involvement

Experienced project managers

Clear business objectives
Minimizescope

Standard software infrastructure
Firm basicrequirements

Formal methodol ogy
Reliableestimates

Other criteriasuch assmall milestones, proper plan-
ning, competent staff and ownership
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Inthe UK based study, Sauer and Cuthbertson (2004)
reported ahigher project successratethanthe US Standish
Report (1994). Neverthel ess, Sauer and Cuthbertson sug-
gested that in order to continuethisgeneral improvement,
the following recommendations ought to be adhered to:

. Project managers should:
Structure projectsinto smaller units
Select theright teamand involvingthemindecision
making
eInvest time and effort in self-development

. Senior IT managers should:
Establish aproject management focusin the orga-
nization
el dentify theright personfor project managementrole
Create appropriate career paths
*Beaccountabl ethrough moreeffective performance
management

. Senior business managers/sponsors should:
*Develop client understanding of project manage-
ment
*Engage moreactively with projectsfor which they
have responsibility

Some reasons for the improvements described above
werecostsbeing cut, better tool sbeing created to monitor
and control processes and, not least, project managers
becoming better skilled with better management pro-
cesses being used, giving rise to optimism for the future
of project management. Despite the change for the better
as highlighted above, the Standish Group (2001) consid-
ered“Nirvana’ still tobealongway off, indicating aneed
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