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Why IT projects are Different 
 
The constantly recurring question at Board level is, “Why 
are IT projects different?”

This is because too many organizations still struggle with their 
IT projects whereas they perceive far less problems with their 
non-IT projects.

The answer is not a single aspect or dimension, but the 
cumulative impact of several differences.

To illustrate the differences, in the following pages, we have 
compared some of the characteristics of construction projects 
with those of IT projects.

It is worth remembering that what we are trying to do with 
IT projects is very complex, has few reusable standards, little 
visibility and inevitably disrupts the business. Not a simple 
challenge.

The key is to focus on the key levers that drive successful IT 
projects - which we summarize as the “Key levers for success”.

JED SIMMS

jed@totallyoptimizedprojectscom

focus wins. 
It’s	that	simple.
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Is there such 
a thing as an “IT project”?
The answer should be “No.” 

All projects should be seen (and managed) as “business 
projects”. This is more than just a change in phraseology, it 
requires a fundamentally different way of thinking about, 
approaching and managing projects.

Business projects are focused on the delivery of clearly 
specified, measurable ‘Desired Business Outcomes’. Delivery of 
these outcomes then delivers the expected benefits and dollar 
value. Each dimension - outcome, benefit and value - can be 
tracked and managed separately.

The role of IT/systems is then to enable and support the 
delivery of these Desired Business Outcomes. The system’s 
delivery becomes subservient to the delivery of the business 
outcomes. When this happens, project ROI frequently 
increases exponentially.

Unfortunately, currently this is rarely the case. It seems that, 
as soon as a project has an IT element, it becomes an “IT 
project”. (In mind, if not in name.)

Mental barriers go up, common sense goes out the window 
and the project is seen as somehow ‘different’.

Because the inner nature of IT is not well known by business 
executives, ‘technical risk’ is minimized at the expense of 
business risk. “We’ll take the software ‘vanilla’ and change the 
business to suit the software!”  is a frequent refrain.

True, you don’t want to unnecessarily customize software, but 
reconfiguring it to fit your organization is what it is designed 
for.

Always start with your business needs and then see how the 
system/ software can enable and support you. After all, you’re 
in business to competitively serve your customers, not adapt 
to and run system software. 

eight key IT project differences
01   IT projects need intimate and ongoing business involvement
02   requirements specifications can be ambiguous
03   systems are logical, people are not
04   The system is invisible
05   systems are dependent on the knowledge of the project team
06   Benefits are poorly tracked and managed
07			‘Success’	is	dependent	on	organizational	acceptance
08   Technological changes keep changing the rules (and what is possible)

(each of these is discussed in turn on the following pages)
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IT projects need intimate and ongoing 
business involvement

A construction project only needs overall requirements and 
high-level process designs from the business and, once these 
specifications are known, the construction can go ahead with 
minimal business involvement.

An IT project deals with the detail of how you do business. It 
needs to know the process flows, workflows and information 
flows. 

To get these it needs active and long term business 
involvement. (IT projects generated in isolation to the business 
are prone to failure.)

They therefore need staff seconded to the project, to attend 
workshops, to conduct testing, etc. This disrupts ‘business-as-
usual’ 
This results in each project competing for staff not only with 

other projects but also with business-as-usual. The quality of 
staff allocated is, therefore, not always the (over-stretched) ‘A’ 
team.

As the quality of the requirements and solution are determined 
by the quality of the project team, this can be a problem.

How	to	minimize	the	impacts:

Do not take on too many projects concurrently l

Discover how to leverage your ‘A’ team effectively and  l
make the ‘B’ team as effective as the ‘A’ team

Simplify the project delivery processes to eliminate any  l
unnecessary business disruption.

requirement specifications can be 
ambiguous
Construction requirements are defined as clear, specific drawings. 
It is easy to see at-a-glance what is intended and required. 
Latecomers to the project can pick up the drawings to see what is 
required and take appropriate action.

IT project requirements are (at least in part) specified in wordy 
documents that describe what is required. Even flow charts are 
often only understood by those that devised them.

The English language is prone to almost infinite ambiguity and 
misinterpretation so what is ‘heard’ by the project team can 
be very different to what was meant by those specifying the 
requirements. 

The complete specification is hard to see ‘at-a-glance’ so 
latecomers to a project often never really know the whole 
picture. (Necessary supporting aids such as ‘Visions’ and 
“Guiding Principles’ are also usually missing.)

Ask five people on an IT project what the overall intent is, and 
you’ll usually get at least three different answers!

How	to	minimize	the	impacts:

Define your requirements in business process terms -  l
how you want to do business, compete and make money 
(not in IT features and functions terms)

Have the  l business staff who define the requirements lead 
the project team who will deliver the solution 

Ensure the supporting aids and alignment processes are  l
effectively in place to ensure the solution matches your 
requirements.
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The system is invisible
Progress on a construction site is easy to see. What has and has not 
been done is clearly visible to all. The quality of what has been done 
is also largely visible. How things connect together is easy to see.

Also, the planned and inherent constraints and limitations of the 
construction are clearly visible and understood. 

You can never ‘see’ where a systems development is up to.

Gaps and deficiencies and other quality problems are not visible 
and may not be discovered until after ‘go live’.

How different aspects of the system connect is not visible, 
leading to ‘systems interface’ problems. (With interfacing 
systems, what should be there and what is actually there, is 
often different.)

The nature, purpose and how the whole system works are not 
visible and, therefore, not easy to understand. 
Inherent system constraints and limitations are neither visible 

nor understood.

How	to	minimize	the	impacts:

Focus on the quality of the documentation - the ‘map’  l
has to become ‘the territory’

Recognize that ‘interface development’ may require more  l
work than the core system

Have the planned and inherent limitations of the systems  l
made clear (Eg “This system was designed for 2000 
customers.”)

systems are logical, people are not
Construction works within known standards and is inert. The 
building either stands or falls, it doesn’t ‘decide’ whether it will 
stand or fall. 

Systems are logical and have no common sense. 

This leads to conflicting dynamics throughout the project as 
free-flowing, flexible business processes are ‘translated’ into 
inflexible logical systems.

Systems logically see “R Chu” and “R. Chu” (with a dot) as 
two different people. Data cleansing and data migration are, 
therefore, often major tasks that disrupt projects. System 
logic often prevails over people usability requirements, making 
subsequent adoption and use more difficult (and costly).

However well the system is developed, staff still determine 
its ultimate effectiveness. They will ‘decide’ if they’ll use it 
effectively.

How	to	minimize	the	impacts:

Plan to support your staff by exploiting the power of  l
systems (in that order)

Make ‘staff usability and acceptance’ a key guiding  l
principle (over systems efficiency)

Focus on data cleansing and migration early in any  l
project.
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systems are dependent on the knowledge of 
the project team
Construction works to standards. What is and is not possible is 
known from the technologies used. The cost of doing things can be 
easily calculated from the engineering standards and experience.

However, the use of new construction technologies can cause as 
many problems with ‘unknowns’ as with IT projects.

Who you have on the project directly impacts the quality and 
nature of the solution design and result delivered.

There are few ‘standards’ about how to do things making 
each project a unique event, and any cost estimates just that, 
‘estimates’. 

What is and is not possible is dependent, to some extent, on 
the knowledge and skills of the project team (rather than the 
technologies).
Loss of a project team member is a loss of significant 

knowledge (deep smarts).

How	to	minimize	the	impacts:

Pick your project team very carefully - with a business  l
focus

Monitor (unplanned) project team loss, as each loss is a  l
risk to the project

Focus on the cost drivers rather than the cost estimates. l

Benefits are poorly tracked and managed
Completed construction is usually seen as the end in itself. 

(This is wrong. The use of the constructed entity to generate 
business returns is the true measure of success.) 

To get the IT system ‘in, up and running’ is often seen as the 
measure of success. 

‘On time, on budget and to specification’ is another measure of 
success. 

The true measure of success is the delivery of the Desired 
Business Outcomes, the associated business benefits and 
(dollar) value.

This measures “Did we get to where wanted to get to and 
realise the value we expected?” but is rarely well tracked.

While some benefits are realized with the project’s delivery 
(between 20-30%), most are realized after the conclusion of the 

project, but few organizations are set up to track and manage 
them to realization.

How	to	minimize	the	impacts:
Clearly define up front the Desired Business Outcomes,  l
benefits and value to be generated

Focus the whole project on their realization l

Put in place a benefits management process to track and  l
manage the delivery of all outcomes, benefits and value, 
even after the conclusion of the project.
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‘Success’	is	dependent	on	organizational	
acceptance
When a construction is finished, it exists. Its finalization is not 
dependent on the organization’s management and staff (although, 
its use may be).

IT projects are set up to change how the business operates. 

The business is set up not to change. Hence there is a 
fundamental conflict between IT projects and the business.

Organizational change management is often neglected, 
misunderstood or poorly implemented.

The system can have all the capabilities in the world, but its 
usefulness is determined by how well and extensively it is used 
by the staff - on an ongoing basis.

Organizational change management can make or break the 
success of the project.

How well you do change, determines how much change you 
can do.

How	to	minimize	the	impacts:
Over, rather than under, invest in organizational change  l
management

Focus on how the changes are going to be ‘sustained’  l
after the initial implementation phase

Plan for the progressive delivery of change, rather than  l
‘big bang’ disruptive change

Technological advances keep changing the 
rules (and what is possible)
Most construction uses proven technologies. While new 
technologies come along, what is possible is well known. Individual 
technological innovations can be adopted within the normal 
construction approach.

IT technology changes fundamentally about every five years. 

While technological innovations are frequent, their business 
application and usefulness usually depends on a combination 
of technologies (eg proliferation of PCs + Internet + world wide 
web + browsers).

These changes affect what is possible, and how it can be done. 
(Just think of how the Internet has, in the past five years, 
changed what is possible and what is done by businesses!)

These technological changes make existing skills and 
knowledge obsolete and, at times, dangerously limiting.

IT managers are, therefore, often managing technology they 
did not ‘come up through the ranks’ using (and, therefore, 
knowing).

How	to	minimize	the	impacts:
Never pursue a technological trend per se, regardless of  l
the amount of ‘press’ it is getting

Periodically (once a year?) get a technology update in  l
terms of “What technologically can impact, damage or 
benefit our business?”

Being a pioneer can give you a competitive advantage or  l
get you ‘scalped’ - it’s a business risk-based choice.
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Key levers for success with IT projects

portfolio management Do not take on too many projects concurrently

Plan for the progressive delivery of change, rather than ‘big bang’ disruptive change

Business requirements Clearly define up front the Desired Business Outcomes, benefits and value to be generated

Focus the whole project on their realization

Define your requirements in business process terms - how you want to do business, compete and 
make money (not in IT features and functions terms)

Put in place a benefits management process to track and manage the delivery of all outcomes, 
benefits and value, even after the conclusion of the project

Have the planned and inherent limitations of the systems made clear (Eg “This system was designed 
for 2000 customers.”)

project resourcing Pick your project team very carefully - with a business focus

Have the business staff who define the requirements lead the project team who will deliver the 
solution 

Discover how to leverage your ‘A’ team effectively and make the ‘B’ team as effective as the ‘A’ team

Monitor (unplanned) project team loss, as each loss is a risk to the project

project delivery 
          
          Simplify the project delivery processes to eliminate any unnecessary business disruption.
          
          Ensure the supporting aids and alignment processes are in place and effective - to ensure the solution      
          matches the requirements
          
          Plan to support your staff by exploiting the power of systems (in that order)  
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project control Make ‘staff usability and acceptance’ a key guiding principle (over systems efficiency)

Focus on data cleansing and migration early in any project

Recognize that ‘interface development’ may require more work than the core system 

Focus on the quality of the documentation - the ‘map’ has to become ‘the territory’

Focus on the cost drivers rather than the cost estimates

Implementation Over, rather than under, invest in organizational change management

Focus on how the changes are going to be ‘sustained’ after the initial implementation phase

Technology planning Never pursue a technological trend per se, regardless of the amount of ‘press’ it is getting

Periodically (once a year?) get a technology update in terms of “What technologically can impact, 
damage or benefit our business?”

Being a pioneer can give you a competitive advantage or get you ‘scalped’ - it’s a business risk-based 
choice.




