Another Trip to Hell

Some of the general lessons learned:

Shows how important it is for mgmt to understand technology

Leadership was a big part of the problem

Need to have clear goals before you start a project

Communication is so important between those designing the system and those who will be using it

When you are going to start a system development project you need a sponsor to back you up

You need a back-up plan if there is a glitch

You need training for the people who will use the system

If you schedule a plan, you need to stick with it – stay on time

Don’t introduce too much change all at one time

Get the right software for the problem you have – don’t choose the technology before you understand the problem

Etc. Etc. Etc.

The Scourge of Isolation – Omni Hotels

System:  guest recognition system

Main technologies used to build the system:  

(software) Microsoft Access database

(hardware) dial-up modem

Results:  little business value, wasted time on development, difficult to use, ran slow, implemented late, lost $250,000, upset managers of hotel because they weren’t kept in the loop and so they hadn’t budgeted for the extras

Some of the things they did wrong:

Lack of a business sponsor

Managers from marketing, sales, operations fought over functionality

Couldn’t get the vice presidents in one room to help define the requirements

CEO had a huge vision of a dynamic system that couldn’t happen in the time frame

The consultant they hired didn’t listen to budgets, schedules, etc.

Microsoft Access was the wrong kind of database software for this job

Dial-up modem too slow

Not much training and documentation

Scope of project (what exactly it would and wouldn’t do) was not well defined

The Consultant as Rock Star – Hollywood studio

System:  Accounting system to calculate and track royalties for music studios

Technology used to build the system:  (not given)

Results:  as of the printing of this article the system was still not functioning, executive user in charge was replaced and the new person had even less budgetary and scheduling disciplines

Some of the things they did wrong:

No strong sponsors

Too many stakeholders that wanted a say

Person leading the project had no experience in leading a system development project

System designer ignored everyone and pretty much made what he wanted to

Too much control for one person

Studio’s lawyers got upset because they though it would automate the contract process

Culture in the organization was closed so it was hard for IT staff to have discussions with them

Nobody had the authority to make decisions and no one was comfortable making decisions as a committee

Did Somebody Say Infrastructure? – California pharmaceutical company

System:  global knowledge sharing application

Technologies used to build the system:  combination of off-the-shelf and custom-built software

Results:  Users did not get what they wanted because pieces of the system had to be eliminated, relationship between IT and business suffered

Some of the things they did wrong

Too many people involved

Billed as they worked, rather than fixing costs


Scope creep / Feature creep

No one was accountable for the project – no business sponsor

System they developed was not designed to run over a WAN

Not everyone reported to the same person

That Darn Cultural Thing – manufacturer of forestry products

System:  combined financial reporting system

Technology used to develop the system:  SAP (Systems, Applications, and Products for Data Processing – a software product of a German-based firm, used for ERP)

Results:  systems still not integrated, project was killed, CIO left the company

Some of the things they did wrong:

Chose the software product before they understood the problem they had to solve

Didn’t know their long term goals until after their project was started

Used four consulting firms that argued amongst themselves

Didn’t consider whether the company could handle that much change at one time (cultural readiness)

Big-bang approach to launching the project – too many divisions and SAP modules at the same time

Consultants were more interested in overstaffing and controlling the project than working with the company

