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A large scale IT implementation project is a
huge undertaking for any organisation.
Within the public sector, when public funds
are being used and the smooth running of
public services is dependent on a successful
outcome, implementation becomes a matter of
national concern. Rather than just keeping the
internal corporate stakeholders appraised of
project progress, the external world also needs
additional guarantees that projects will be
delivered on time and on budget and of the
required quality. If not, questions on
misspending, poor decision-making and bad
management cloud the picture, diverting atten-
tion from the real issue of what went wrong,
and how to avoid repeating the same mistakes.

Managing a major IT project is not a part-
time job. The sheer time and effort required to
oversee activity, manage suppliers and stake-
holders and the numerous ad-hoc issues that
arise requires a dedicated team, with a project
leader who has the will and the commitment
to see it through. However, too often, and
regardless of project scale, the seeds of failure
are sown in the early stages. Too many proj-
ects fail because those responsible for the
project are expected to consider the work as
additional to their normal roles and duties.
Particularly in the public sector, where spend-
ing is tightly controlled and regulated, it can
often be tricky to allocate appropriate
resources outside the core IT team to ensure
that delivery is a priority.

The right approach and procedures must be
in place from the start if a project is to be a
success, and this begins with the project
proposition. Problems typically arise because
of a ‘requirements mismatch’ – what the
organisation thinks it has asked for differs
from what the potential suppliers think they
are being asked to bid for and supply. This can
actually be due to a lack of internal communi-
cation – the business needs of the organisation
are not clearly communicated to the IT depart-
ment, or vice versa, and there is no ‘combined
approach’ in terms of the overall bid to ensure
that all elements are communicated to the
supplier effectively. However, it can also come
from the supplier side. 

Of course, if not resolved upfront, this
mismatch will be magnified several times over
from the procurement stage onwards! To
prevent this, the organisation needs to intro-
duce the potential vendors at the proposition
stage to determine whether or not the project
and its aims are viable because, ultimately, IT
project viability can only be determined by
technical experts. It’s important to establish
this upfront dialogue between all project stake-
holders, the business users, IT department and
suppliers, to get everyone ‘on the same page’
from the word go. 

An example of this can be seen in how the
Post Office ran its procurement process to
source a supplier for providing the Post Office
card account system, part of the banking
programme. The Post Office team ran a series
of events where all potential bidders were
asked to present their technical solution in the
presence of the Post Office Design Authority
team. This team had all of the technical knowl-
edge of the current systems and were
challenged by me, as the programme director,
to ensure that any new system could be inte-
grated into the existing architecture. The key
requirement was minimum change to existing
systems and minimum bespoking of any new
system, ie as plain and practical as possible to
minimise cost. Once a contract had been
awarded, in this case to EDS, there followed a
series of workshops over a three month period
involving all the technical parties where they
had to agree exactly what each of the business
requirements meant. The parties also had to
sign up to say it had been agreed and there was
also a contract clause, which meant the final
contract was not signed until this had been
agreed. It was actually a very painful but
important period as two teams of circa six
people from PO and EDS sat in rooms for
three months, 12 hours a day, going line-by-
line through the requirements.

Once the requirements had been agreed the
technical Post Office team had to prove to the
business owners how the solution delivered
the business requirements. This was achieved
by mapping technical information back to
business needs. This was carried out in parallel

to the technical meetings as at times there were
complications, ie the supplier couldn’t do what
was required and business approval was
needed to ‘water down’ the requirement.

The example shows how vital it is to
involve the procurement department at an
early stage. If the project specifications are to
fit policy, those involved need to fully under-
stand its purpose and requirements from the
outset. Leaving procurement involvement to
the contract negotiation phase or later runs the
risk of highlighting potential issues late in the
day, which will be time consuming and costly
to fix. A further point here: as executives are
rarely involved with the actual contract negoti-
ations, it is also vital to check on progress
during negotiations literally on a daily basis to
guard against deviation from requirements and
avoid mismatch. 

During the early stages of the Post Office
project, purchasing was a member of the
programme team. Throughout the purchasing
part of the programme a technical executive
and a business executive worked as part of the
procurement team to ensure requirements were
not diluted as part of contract negotiations.
When it got to the actual negotiation a busi-
ness executive was appointed head negotiator
and led all negotiations with purchasing and
technical support. Internally there was a daily
7am meeting with the negotiation team, the
business owner and my programme team to
keep us all on the same page. This ran from
November 2001 to February 2002 with no
Christmas break!

As suppliers are generally required to
develop solutions that integrate with current
systems architecture, they need to be fully
aware of what existing infrastructure their
solution needs to work with and any perform-
ance issues. This may seem obvious, but
unless a full and frank discussion is held, the
new solution, designed to run on a high
performance infrastructure, will end up
working incorrectly. Only if all existing infra-
structure glitches and issues are flagged up
front can they be taken into account and the
solution designed to accommodate and
compensate for these. Again, for the Post
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Office project, the suppliers were all taken
through endless workshops by the PO techni-
cal group so as to gain a clear understanding of
the existing infrastructure they would be
connecting to and its performance.

Perhaps most importantly, don’t assume
that once the project starts, the suppliers will
simply deliver against the requirements and
timelines. Regular, ongoing progress reviews
are integral to managing development and
implementation and these have to include
honesty on both sides. 

There were four lead teams in my
programme looking after EDS, Fujitsu, IBM
and all others. Each team leader had formal
weekly meetings with suppliers to monitor
progress. Under the team leaders there were
workstreams that also had lead people and
they met three times a week. I held a formal
weekly meeting with my programme team on
Thursday morning followed by an internal
Post Office business board in the afternoon
that had the PO CEO, it director, COO, FD and
banking and financial services director attend-
ing. They were updated on progress, issues,
risks etc.

Once a month there was a formal
programme board that all of these people had
to attend, together with board-level representa-
tives from each of the suppliers such as EDS’s
Managing Director, IBM’s European COO etc.
At this meeting we discussed progress and
then the Post Office informed all parties of

what its report to 10 Downing Street would
say for the month.

Both I and the financial services director
then attended a monthly Government meeting
to report as part of the wider Government
programme which included benefits payments
modernisation (DWP) and tax credits (IR)
chaired by Andrew Smith (Minister for DWP),
Paul Boateng (Chief Treasury Minister) and
Dawn Primarolla (Paymaster General). It was
with this heavy reporting schedule that we
made extensive use of one major aspect of
project management that has been severely
under-utilised over the years – testing. 

The traditional approach to this aspect of
project management has either been to rely
upon the suppliers to test their own solutions
or else bring in testing specialists towards the
end of the project. However, using testing
experts and a testing strategy throughout the
project lifecycle is a proven way of achieving
better results. 

Bringing in independent testers to work as
part of the project team from the moment
contracts are signed means that systems devel-
opment can be accurately tracked from the
outset. Using testing in this way implicitly
means they are part of the head programme
team and as such means they should sit with
the team, attend all the relevant meetings etc.
They are a key team member and should act,
and be treated, accordingly. 

Testing allows project managers to really
optimise their IT implementation plans - using
crucial expert knowledge to help with manag-
ing suppliers and bringing a new level of
accuracy to the regular project progress
checks. The testers should attend the formal
weekly meetings with suppliers initially to
understand progress but also to make all
parties aware of what the development
currently being produced will mean for testing
later on. It also prepares the suppliers for what
is coming when real testing commences –
meaning you don’t start having philosophical
debates late in the day about testing principles
etc. This is the key part that saves the time.
You actually lock in testing within the
mindset of people as an integral part of
project delivery, not something that just
happens at the end, which of course means
that if critical defects are identified as soon as
they occur, they are far easier, and consider-
ably less costly to rectify. 

Overall, project teams, whether public or
private sector, must take on board a very
simple principle: that despite pressures to act
otherwise, it is upfront investment in time,
money and effort that will ensure the success
of the endeavour. Public sector IT implementa-
tion will always be high profile – but
following these simple steps will ensure that
both the Public and Private Sector are able to
deliver against internal and external expecta-
tions on a much more frequent basis. PT




