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Governance doesn’t seem
to be working too well

At the heart of my findings is a conclusion that, notwithstanding
the work undertaken to-date, the current model of weak governance
of ICT at a whole-of-government level ... leads to sub-optimal
outcomes. (Gershon 2008: iii)!

[Earlier reports] identified significant shortcomings in the public
sector’s management of such [ICT] projects and included numerous
recommendations. Despite this, there has been little sign of lessons
learnt and ICT projects such as myki, HealthSMART and LEAD,
were regularly in the newspapers for the wrong reasons. (Victorian
Ombudsman 2012: 1)?

The [negative] impacts of the well-publicised Novopay? failures have
reverberated across New Zealand. Every state and state-integrated
school in the country has been affected ... [I]t is clear to us that
important lessons from the past ... should have been learned but
were not. (Jack & Wevers 2013: 1)

Rarely has the need for change been demonstrated more clearly
than through the failure of the Asset Management System project.
To spend around $70 million dollars only to make the system worse
is clearly unacceptable ... [and] further demonstrates that action to

1 This report was the result of a review of the Australian Government’s use of ICT.

2 This report from the Victorian Ombudsman was the result of an investigation of ICT-enabled
projects in the Victorian public sector.

3 Novopay was a large payroll project within the New Zealand Ministry of Education. It is one of the
case studies in this book and was the subject of a ministerial inquiry.
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improve the management of ICT projects is required to not only get
better levels of service provision but also to avoid crippling waste.
(Public Accounts Committee 2014: 5)%

The above quotes are from reports into the poor outcomes of large
information and communications technology (ICT) software projects in
the Australian and New Zealand public sectors. They either reference or
allude to a failure in institutional governance and a failure to adapt that
governance based on past learnings.

They resonated with me due to my professional life as a long-term NSW
Government employee. For the past 20-plus years, I managed various
government ICT software and infrastructure projects and programs. My final
responsibility was managing components of the Learning Management
and Business Reform (LMBR) program within the NSW Department of
Education (NSW DoE). The LMBR was an exceptionally large program
of work, attempting multiple organisational transformations: a new financial
system; a new student administration, learning, and management system;
and a new human resources/payroll system. For an organisation the size of
the NSW DoE, any one of these was a huge undertaking and to attempt all
of them together under the umbrella of one program was delusional.

The LMBR became a political and organisational hot potato and was the
subject of much negative media interest.’ Yet throughout, the program
complied with the NSW Governments governance arrangements for
a large ICT software project. These arrangements did not seem to help the
program; instead, they arguably pushed planning down a path that increased
the likelihood of a poor outcome.

I was aware of and at times engaged in another example: a large, much
troubled NSW Government ICT software project (which I will anonymise)
that underwent several planning revisions to reset and start afresh, with
a new and weighty business case prepared. It was a governance requirement
in New South Wales that for projects of this size a business case in a standard
format was completed and a gateway review undertaken before formal
approval. The review resulted in complimentary feedback from the gateway

4 This emerged from a Northern Territory Government review of the management of ICT projects
by government agencies.

5  The then education minister, Adrian Piccoli, was interviewed for this book. His perspectives on this
program and other issues have been included.
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panel, the project team was congratulated, and the business case, project,
and funding were approved. The project was to span several years, was
complex and had many organisational-change challenges and dependencies.

However, once the project began, the business case was immediately
challenged, and on completion, it bore no relation to the eventual approach.
It was an all but irrelevant historical document—one completed due to and
reviewed via a formal institutional governance requirement. On completion,
the project was wildly over time and budget, yet it had been continually
approved to progress. What was the point of the business case other than
complying with the governance rules? The forecasts in the business case
for time, cost, and scope proved to be incorrect. The project budget in
the business case was at best misleading, yet this was how the project was
assessed as viable, and then funded and approved. Is this an appropriate
means of approving and funding such large complex projects? What was the
point of funding such a project in full upfront when the business case was
simply a guess? The agency did not have the project management capability
to undertake the program of work; it was not their core business, yet they
prepared the business case and took ownership of the program. Why was
this allowed?

Finally, this capability issue extended to the project assurance. The project
was praised for the quality of its planning, yet that planning proved
to be unsuitable for the task. What was the value of the gateway review
that effectively endorsed an approach that failed? Did it have the
capability to challenge these plans? Were there alternative governance
approaches available that would have been more suitable and aided the
project in its objectives? These questions challenge the effectiveness and
appropriateness of the NSW Government governance framework for large
ICT software projects.

Working within the LMBR program and other ICT projects provided
extensive exposure to the factors that can impact on them—from the
political and environmental influences to the maturity, capability, and
capacity of government agencies to undertake a large and complex program
of work.
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At the completion of my final LMBR role, I left the NSW DoE, and
indeed the NSW public sector, partly due to the LMBR’s continued failure
to deliver the final product. I had no confidence that the organisation
would adapt, do things differently, and not repeat the same mistakes. It was,
however, also time for a break and to find new challenges.

After leaving, I had time to reflect, not just on the NSW DoE but also on
the government sector in general and why these large ICT software projects
continue to have so much trouble achieving success and learning from the
past. The governance did not seem to be adapting as required. Not once in
my working life was I asked to provide feedback on the governance of these
projects; the expectation was to follow the controls and guidelines imposed
by central agencies and deal with events independently.

I was curious to put my views aside and find out what others felt. I believed
the puzzling issue of governance effectiveness for these large projects would
make an excellent research topic—both interesting and important. Hence,
I moved into student life again and began a PhD at The Australian National
University to research this governance puzzle and to try to somehow measure
effectiveness. This book reflects the outcome of that research.

I should also point out that the NSW DoE and its Information Technology
Directorate have and continue to deliver excellent products and were
a wonderful place to work. I have seen and been part of projects that
were rightly classified as great successes. The staff are skilled, dedicated,
and committed to providing an excellent service, and this is true for the
public sector generally, and is confirmed by the many elite interviewees
who participated in this research. The puzzle addressed in this book
relates specifically to large ICT software projects. The distinction between
outcomes for operational and smaller projects and those for large ICT
software projects was also made clear by the interview participants.

The puzzle

Within each jurisdiction across the Australian and New Zealand public
sectors all large ICT software projects are subject to governance frameworks
atthe jurisdictional level. While there is no universal definition of governance
(Fredericksonetal. 2003:224; Meuleman 2008:9), a ‘minimalist’ explanation
is that governance ‘is the capacity to get things done and to have services
delivered’ and is likened to ‘steering a boat’ to achieve a desired outcome
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(Peters 2012). Governance is also defined as ‘patterns of rule’ such as the
systems, institutions, and norms by which organisations are directed and
controlled (Bevir 2007: 365). The goal of effective governance is to create
the ‘conditions for ordered rule and collective action’ (Stoker 1998: 17).

Taking these definitions into account, for the purposes of this book, the
institutional governance of large ICT software projects can be defined as the
collective policies, rules, guidelines, and so on that control their multilevel
operations. It also provides the strategies to build the required capability
and capacity for these projects.

This institutional governance is quite different to governance within
a project. Institutional governance is all-encompassing for every project and
is the reason a project is initiated, approved, and continues. Within a
particular project there will be ‘project governance’, such as a project
board or steering committee, to steer the project through its course. The
requirement for the project to follow PRINCE2 and have a project board
would be mandated by the institutional governance. This book focuses on
the governance that stipulates the use of PRINCE2 and other methods and
guidelines within a project.

The puzzle is that despite these historically developed governance
frameworks, poor outcomes for large ICT software projects continue,
and the same issues keep arising. Is this an indication that the governance
is ineffective, that it is failing to create the ‘conditions for ordered rule’? It is
difficult to answer this question, for two reasons. First, little research on
the institutional governance of such projects across the Australian and New
Zealand public sectors has been undertaken. Second, measuring governance
effectiveness is tricky.

Effective governance can be defined as ‘the extent that the actual
performance matches the desired outcomes’ (Baekkeskov 2007: 258): Did
you achieve what you set out to do? But how can governance effectiveness
be measured? It is not readily quantifiable as obvious measures are few—
and when governance is multilevel, this becomes even harder (Besancon
2003; Bevir 2007)—or the measure may focus on one set of criteria to the
exclusion of others (Baekkeskov 2007). To add to this dilemma, McConnell
has argued that public policy has had difficulty coming to terms with

outcome determination and disputes about whether a policy has ‘failed’
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are commonplace and open to varying perceptions and political point-
scoring (2015: 222). These factors often lead to an ‘endless debate’ about
the outcome (Bovens & ’t Hart 1996; Baldry 1998).

If a measure of effective governance for large ICT software projects was to
be purely empirical and quantifiable, one possibility would be a traditional
assessment of the project outcome. This is where real outcomes are
compared with the forecast outcomes of time, cost, and scope (Chua 2009;
Al-Ahmad et al. 2009; Bolin 2012; Fabricius & Biittgen 2015; Hughes et al.
2016)—a measure commonly known as the ‘triple constraint’ (Zwikael &
Smyrk 2012: S7) or ‘the iron triangle’ (Budzier & Flyvbjerg 2011: 2). Did

the governance framework enable the project to deliver on the forecast?

Aligned to the earlier arguments about the dilemmas faced in measuring
governance and public policy in general, measurement of a project’s
outcome against this ‘iron triangle’ has received similar criticism (Standing
et al. 2006; Goldfinch 2007; Thomas & Ferndndez 2008; Stoica & Brouse
2013; Lehtinen et al. 2014; Fabricius & Biittgen 2015). Therefore, while
those factors are important parts of project control, they ‘should certainly
not be confused with measuring success’ (de Wit 1988: 164). Projects can
be classified as successful even if time and costs are exceeded (Wateridge
1998; Thomas & Ferndndez 2008) as the priority is to deliver a solution
that effectively transforms how an organisation does business (Rothstein &
Teorell 2008; Budzier & Flyvbjerg 2011). For these reasons, a quantifiable
measure has not been selected as the method of measuring the effectiveness of
governance for large ICT software projects. In addition, quantitative studies
typically focus on the specific, are narrower in scope, and identify a handful
of measures, whereas the research in this book is quite broad and more
holistic—an approach more aligned to a qualitative study (Mertler 2016:
108-10).

Nonetheless, a measurement of governance is important—indeed, critical—
for this book, as it is central to the puzzle and the resulting research
questions. This book is interested in the perspectives of the key stakeholders,
the chosen experts (Besancon 2003) with proximity to operational decisions,
the actors in these projects who are expected to operate these projects
within the institutional governance framework. Do they perceive that the
governance assists them in achieving the desired outcomes? From their
perspectives, a narrative will emerge that will be the measure.
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To assess this ‘effectiveness’ there are two research questions. The first
aims to address the ‘effectiveness’ puzzle. The second is related to a core
concept of governance: the need for continual fine-tuning of the ‘fitness’
of the governance arrangements (Schneider 2012). Governance must adapt
and evolve based on learnings. This clearly should be the case with the
governance arrangements of large ICT software projects as there is much
past learning. Has this been happening and, if not, why not?

The two research questions are:

1. What is the perceived effectiveness of governance in the Australian and
New Zealand public sectors for large ICT software projects in achieving
desired outcomes?

2. What, if any, are the perceived challenges to adapting governance
for large ICT software projects in the Australian and New Zealand
public sectors?

Background

In 2015, the Australian Government commissioned a report titled Learning
from Failure: Why Large Government Policy Initiatives Have Gone So Badly
Wrong in the Past and How the Chances of Success in the Future Can be
Improved (Shergold 2015: i), which was referenced as ‘an independent
review of government processes for implementing large programs and
projects, including the roles of the ministers and public servants’. While
the Shergold report is not specifically about large government ICT software
projects, its findings are applicable as they largely relate to improving good
government through project governance—a principle founded on ‘good
policy’ (Shergold 2015: iii). In short, the report proposed developing
governance to support robust decision-making, enhancing the project
management discipline, improving collaboration, and embracing adaptive
government and governance (Shergold 2015: iii—xi). The proposal to adapt
is referenced in the title of the report, as it found weaknesses in governance
and was making recommendations to learn from those.

The problem, however, is that many of Shergold’s findings can also be
found in numerous other reports, within and external to the Australian
Public Service (APS); they are neither new nor unique. For example, an
earlier Australian Government report, Review of the Australian Government’s
Use of Information and Communication Technology (Gershon 2008), also
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concluded that governance was weak and was contributing to poor outcomes.
It acknowledged the need to adapt by recommending the establishment of
a process for developing whole-of-government ICT policies and strategic
visions to support ‘the achievement of the Government’s outcomes and
wider policy agenda’ (Gershon 2008: 3). Rather disturbingly, according to
a review of the documents and the elite interviews, there is no evidence
that anything concrete has eventuated from either the Shergold or the
Gershon reports.

Of course, this issue is not restricted to the Australian Public Service.
There has been a multitude of other reports produced within Australia
and New Zealand, and internationally, into why large government ICT
projects have failed to meet expectations, and recommending adaptations
to improve outcomes.

In the Northern Territory, the Management of ICT Projects by Government
Agencies (Public Accounts Committee 2014) was prepared after a series of
poor project outcomes. The New Zealand Customs Service commissioned
Deloitte to undertake a ‘lessons learned’ report into the troubled Joint
Border Management System (Deloitte 2017). The New Zealand Controller
and Auditor-General (OAG 2012) identified several key lessons from
a review of six public sector projects, while the Victorian Ombudsman
(2011) presented a report titled Own Motion Investigations into [CT-Enabled
Projects after looking into a series of troubled projects in that sector.

These reports and others have similar findings, such as the need to improve
the project management discipline in the public sector. The Victorian
Ombudsman’s report—Tlike the earlier comment on the Gershon report’s
recommendations—found that the government had failed to learn from
past mistakes and adapt governance accordingly (Victorian Ombudsman
2011). In each of the 2011, 2013, and 2017 annual Lessons Learned reports
produced by the New Zealand gateway review teams after assessing projects
across its public sector, factors such as addressing jurisdictional capability
in key project areas were identified as major issues (SSC 2011, 2013;
The Treasury 2017).

Several observations can be made from these reports. While they
acknowledge governance failures and make recommendations to ‘improve
governance’, they do not measure governance effectiveness, nor do they
take a collaborative approach to identifying governance effectiveness or
opportunities for adaptation. They generally identify the cause of a problem,
such as the lack of project management capability, and recommend that
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this be addressed. What they fail to address are the underlying institutional
challenges that cause these governance issues to continue over an
extended period.

The reports have also been prepared after the event, generally take an audit-
like approach, and then hand down findings. They can fall victim to being
‘a tick in a box'—a reaction to a crisis—and are not followed through. For
example, in media coverage of a 2017 parliamentary inquiry (Senate Finance
and Public Administration References Committee 2018b) into the digital
delivery of APS services, it was reported that the status of the 2008 Gershon
recommendations remained unclear (Se Eun 2018). When the committee
asked about progress, it was told that agencies did not collect such data.
In addition, the Chief Digital Officer of the APS’s Digital Transformation
Agency (DTA) was quoted as saying that while the Gershon report was
important, the ‘world has moved on’. The DTA also admitted that issues in
ICT governance would continue and many of Gershon’s recommendations
may never be implemented (Se Eun 2018).

This book seeks to address these issues by attempting to measure governance
effectiveness and to identify what, if any, institutional challenges exist
that impede governance adaptation. This research was undertaken in
a collaborative manner by engaging with stakeholders who are impacted
by governance frameworks.

In conclusion, the following quote from an APS elite interviewee, in response
to a question about the Gershon report and whether they were consulted
for it, indicates a consequence of not collaborating and then handing down
recommendations:

Finance, the central agency, here is a pattern for you, same with the
DTA. They had these propeller heads, up there in the clouds, and
know it all. Well, they do not bring in people that have runs on the
board that are practical, pragmatic with big service delivery systems.
You have to build a relationship; it is not ‘Oh, I am smarter than you
and I can do this and move over’. It is not like that. How? How can
I work with you? Because I need to learn about what you are doing
and why. What is your context? I will share my story and then jointly
we will work out the how. So, you have a mix of people in AGIMO
[Australian Government Information Management Office] that are
away with the pixies, [and] had no respect in operational agencies.
They never come out and talk to you, never tried to learn about what
you did. That Gershon, that was a money grab. (Person AB, Senior
project officer, APS)
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Research scope

The research in this book focuses on institutional governance in the
Australian and New Zealand public sectors for large government ICT
software projects, and on the people and processes of governance, but not
the technical aspects. This is because an organisation needs effective and
capable people and processes to implement and use—indeed, even decide
on—the technical elements (Bhargav et al. 2008). Governance frameworks
arguably concentrate on the people and process aspects.

There is a focus on the Australian and New Zealand public sectors as
there is a gap in targeted research on the institutional governance of large
ICT software projects across these sectors. While there is much research
on large ICT projects, it tends to concentrate on a specific theme—for
example, the impacts of project roles and disciplines (Crawford & Helm
2009; Williams & Samset 2010; Kwak et al. 2014; Joslin & Miiller 2015;
Kloppenborg & Tesch 2015; Flyvbjerg et al. 2016; APM 2018; Marcusson
2018; AIPM & KPMG 2022)—or it is international (IPA 2018), related
to a particular Australian or New Zealand jurisdiction or project (Gershon
2008; KPMG 2012; OCIO 2013; Shergold 2015; Senate Finance and
Public Administration References Committee 2018b), investigates projects
in general rather than ICT specifically (Dobbs et al. 2013; Lind & Brunes
2014; Siemiatycki 2015) or a particular project approach (Hodgkinson
2019), is related to public policy and its application (Wanna 2007, 2021;
McConnell 2015), or to governance in general (Edwards et al. 2012).

Academic research into public sector institutional governance of large
ICT projects is harder to find and, again, is not specifically targeted at
large ICT projects, particularly those in Australia and New Zealand—for
example, a study into the governance of large ICT healthcare reforms in
Europe (Ulriksen et al. 2016) and research into the governance framework
of public projects in Norway (Volden & Andersen 2018). Joslin and Miiller
(2016) have tried to quantify internationally the relationship between
governance and project success but have a narrower focus. There was an
Australian study of interest identified, albeit for a particular APS agency
(Caravel Group 2013); however, there was none that took a holistic view of
the institutional governance of large ICT projects across the Australian and
New Zealand public sectors.
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In addition, the results of the above research and other studies identified
throughout this book cannot be generalised to the research undertaken
here, or vice versa. Qualitative research academics (Freidson 1975; Maxwell
1992; Flick 2004; Creswell 2009) argue that you should not generalise
findings from one context to another. The focus of this book is firmly
on the context of the elites involved in large ICT software projects in the
Australian and New Zealand public sectors and, while there is similarity
with other research findings that assists in comparative analysis, the results
should not be generalised. The perspectives of the elites interviewed in this
book are specific to their context.

The historical, political, and governmental similarities between the
Australian and New Zealand public sectors also make them suitable for
combined research. Both have stable governments and societies and both
were British colonies and transplanted the Westminster system. They
also share common institutional specifics such as being parliamentary
democracies and having a professional public service (Kumarasingham
& Power 2015). One final argument for a focus on Australia and New
Zealand is that due to their geographic isolation and the similarity in size
of some jurisdictions, they could be experiencing similar challenges in the
governance of large ICT software projects. This could lead to synergies
between the two countries and across jurisdictions, such as currently exists
in organisations like the Australia and New Zealand School of Government
(ANZSOG 2018: 6), which aims to jointly ‘enhance the capability of public

servants’ in both countries.

The focus on large government ICT software projects is due to three factors,
the first of which is size. There is a long and consistent history globally
of ‘failed’ large ICT software projects across all sectors and industries, and
the evidence indicates that the larger the project, the worse the outcome.
The Standish Group report (Goldfinch 2007: 917) in the United States
found that the success rate for ICT software projects was 55 per cent for
those valued at less than US$750,000, but for those with budgets exceeding
US$10 million, it was zero. In a later report (Standish Group 2015: 3),
the success rate for large projects had moved to a hardly acceptable 2 per
cent. These studies assessed outcomes as comparisons between the actual
and the planned time, cost, and scope of the project. Failure in these large
projects, as measured against these criteria, is almost habitual. Large projects
for the purposes of this book are defined as those with a budget exceeding
A$10 million.
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The second factor is government, for while large government ICT software
projects share many commonalties with private sector projects, such as
project management techniques, there are distinct environmental and
institutional issues that differentiate them and make them more complex
and therefore worthy as an area of research. These include their political
environment and the susceptibility and uncertainty this can bring to long-
term projects. Government projects can have numerous stakeholders with
competing expectations; they also have mostly intangible goals and, unlike
the private sector, are not primarily driven by financial benefits (Campbell
et al. 2009; Kwak et al. 2014; Shergold 2015).

The final factor is the specific focus on ICT software projects. ICT
is defined as all aspects of a technology solution, from the software and
hardware to the communications devices and services utilised to plan and
implement solutions (Beckinsale & Ram 2006: 848; Cardona et al. 2013:
110; BCS 2013; QGCIO 2019) that deliver and transform the operations
of government (Department of Finance and Deregulation 2012: 4).
Software is the application that supports business processes and the means
of interfacing with users and the driver of a project such as a new payroll
solution. However, among other dependencies, software must reside on
hardware and be delivered over communication devices, hence the need
to include all aspects of ICT in the definition.

A project is defined by the Project Management Institute (PMI 2013a: 1)
as a ‘temporary endeavour’ to create a product with a distinct beginning
and end. However, ICT software projects have certain characteristics that
differentiate them from others, making them more complex, and increasing
their likelihood of producing poor outcomes. These include factors such
as overambition, unrealistic expectations of technology, hidden complexity,
and uncertainty of requirements, particularly when related to business
requirements (Al-Ahmad et al. 2009: 93).

A detailed report by the Royal Academy of Engineering and the British
Computer Society (2004) into the challenges of large ICT software projects
detailed some of the differences between these and typical engineering
projects. Engineering projects are restricted by physics and materials; ICT
software projects are not, and there is therefore a perception they can do
anything, but they cannot. This creates issues with visualising the product
and enthusiasm about dreamt-of possibilities. Like engineering projects,
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it is possible for an ICT software project to produce a product, but the
problem in ICT is finding a common expectation of what is to be produced
and for what need (Royal Academy of Engineering & BCS 2004).

In summary, while all projects are susceptible to poor outcomes—as,
regardless of project type, size and innovation add risk—the complexities,
intangibility, and often ambiguities of a large government ICT software
project increase this likelihood.

A large ICT software project requires many roles and disciplines, each of
which can impact on the outcome and can often work in ‘conflicting and
complex ways (Remler & Van Ryzin 2011: 26). It was not feasible, or
necessary, in this book to undertake research on all the project roles and
disciplines. Therefore, a specific focus was required (see Figure 1.1), on
three roles/disciplines that are critical to good project outcomes: the sponsor
role, the project management roles and discipline, and the forecasting
discipline. The research focuses on the institutional governance of these
three and provides comprehensive and relevant analysis. If any of these is
governed poorly, poor project outcomes are all but assured. These three
roles/disciplines are the subject of a review in Chapter 2, where they are
defined and their importance discussed, providing a reference point for the
later analysis of each.

Figure 1.1 The roles and disciplines in a large project that provide the
research focus

Source: Created by author.

13
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Finally, this research is significant for several reasons. First, it addresses a gap
in the literature by uniquely analysing the effectiveness of governance for
large government ICT software projects from the perspectives of many elite
interviewees—actors who have been participants in these projects and are
therefore impacted by their governance. Their unique views and stories, and
the resulting narrative, will document a group ‘reality’ of governance.

Second, to add to the uniqueness, the research focuses on the institutions
of governance for these projects. Whereas much existing research has
focused on procedural issues, this book is concerned with the overarching
governance framework for projects and measuring it. Measurement is
important for governments in adapting governance and for long- and short-
term policy developments (Besancon 2003).

Third—and adding to the relevance and potential use for adapting
governance—it was quite common in the elite interviews for the participants
to state that the reason for their participation was the hope that it would
drive change. This is the essence of new or good governance: collaboration
and adaptation. Two quotes provide examples:

[W]e cannot say enough that things like this help the public sectors
on both sides of the Ditch. Obviously, for me as a current public
servant, I think you have to give back, and if we all believe that we can
do things better and differently and save taxpayer money to deliver
other programs, then it is incumbent upon us to do it. So, whatever
you publish, I hope public sector agencies pick it up and say, ‘Yeah,
we can learn from these lessons, and let us do it better and save
taxpayer dollars.” (Arlene White, Chief executive, EPL)

My final comment would be, I started out as an analyst programmer
in 1980 at [company]. Projects were failing in those days for exactly
the same reason that they are now: poorly defined requirements,
scope creep, not the right people, and poor project management.
Nothing has changed in 40 years. If what you do adds value to one
sponsor on a large government project in Australia or New Zealand
then it has been of benefit. (Person C, Senior internal quality assurer)

Last, and aligned to the above, any adaptation in governance to improve
project success has the potential to result in better financial outcomes.
In government, when large ICT software projects have poor outcomes
there can be severe negative impacts on the use of taxpayer funds. In the
United Kingdom, more than £12 billion was spent on the National
Health E-Records System before it was scrapped (Martin 2011)—a truly
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gobsmacking waste of public money. In Canada, a new government payroll
system was scrapped after C$1.6 billion was spent (May 2019; Marrs
2019). Within the Australian and New Zealand public sectors—the focus
of this book—there are also examples. The New Zealand Police’s Integrated
National Crime Information System (INCIS) project, with a budget of
NZ$100 million, was much troubled from the beginning, labelled a fiasco
(Gauld & Goldfinch 2006: 83-98), and subject to a ministerial inquiry
(Small 2000). The NSW Department of Education’s LMBR program was
completed in 2018, four years late and A$265 million over original forecasts
(Hendry 2018). In the Australian Public Service alone, the value of ICT
projects in 2017-18 was estimated to be A$7.76 billion (DTA 2018a: v).
Given the level of investment, any research that can assist in improving
outcomes and preventing financial waste, even marginally, is significant.

The governance dilemma

There are two accepted approaches to governance. The first is a state-
centric approach, in which, through power, there is authority to force or
at least attempt to gain compliance (Peters 2012). This has been labelled
‘impositional’ as it is imposed hierarchically (Richardson 2012). This is a
structural approach to control the behaviour of individuals, yet it is then
subject to individual agency for compliance (Peters 2012).

The second approach—and the one aligned with the modern principle
of ‘good governance’—is more interactive and collaborative and, through
engagement, seeks to build trust in governance and boost compliance
(Rothstein & Teorell 2008; Peters 2012) as a means of bringing agency
into governance. This has been labelled ‘consensual’, with an emphasis on
governing through consultation with the relevant interest groups and/or
actors. This is classified as a contemporary style of governing (Richardson
2012)—a change from a fixed pattern of rule to one in which the patterns
of rule ‘are changing practices arising from interactive processes’ (Bevir
2007: Introduction). This change from a control-focused ‘push’ model to
a collaborative-inclusive ‘pull’ model also highlights a change in required
leadership style. Executives are required to let go of control and allow
collaboration to drive governance (Sullivan et al. 2012: 45). This is the
dilemma between the old and the new practices of leadership for governance
(see Figure 1.2).

15
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Figure 1.2 The governance dilemma
Source: Created by author.

This dilemma will be an important part of answering the research questions.
Is governance being ‘imposed’ from the top down with disregard for the
actors involved in these large ICT projects and their experience, or is it
‘consensual’, with the governance adapting from the bottom up? Perhaps
the Australian and New Zealand public sectors are being impacted by this
dilemma and this could help to explain any lack of governance adaptation.

The governance dilemma in action ...
Keep this in mind as you read

Since the completion of my research, I have given several presentations on
the findings to government agencies. At one of these—to a large agency
about to enter a major business transformation project—I was asked a
question that highlighted the governance dilemma. One of the agency’s
heads challenged me, saying: ‘Surely you are not suggesting people ignore
governance when you say they succeed by stepping away from governance
arrangements? Do you mean you found that people don't want governance?’
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Initially, I was taken aback, as I thought I had failed to get a key finding
across to the audience. However (with a spoiler alert to later findings),
I said no, this is not what I found, what I found in fact was the opposite.
I found that the actors in these projects want and understand the need for
governance, but need it to be effective and to assist them in achieving good
outcomes. At the moment, they perceive governance as focusing on top-
down control and not adapting to the learnings of those involved in these
projects. Therefore, when I said some projects had succeeded by stepping
away from governance, it was not to avoid governance but rather to address
its shortcomings—a dilemma for all involved.

I gave to my audience an example highlighted in the Education Payroll
Development Program (EPDP) case study (Chapter 7, this volume).
Traditionally, project audits occur after the completion of the project or
at major milestones. This is fine, but of what relevance and help to the
project and its stakeholders are retrospective audits? The EPDP sponsor,
while acknowledging the importance for governance of independent audits,
saw this retrospective model as being of little benefit to the project. The
audit team was instead heavily involved in a process of continual review
throughout the progressive delivery of the products. Findings were actioned
almost in real time, with learnings applied to future components, and so on.

The sponsor did not hide this alternative approach from anyone; in fact,
she was keen to share. The audit team and the project were recognised with
a national audit award. The central agencies acknowledged the effectiveness
of this alternative approach. Excellent drivers for change, you might think?
But no, when asked what change had occurred in New Zealand governance
as a result, the answer was ‘nothing’; the learnings remained localised within
the agency. When the project’s audit team was asked why, other than a shrug
of the shoulders, the argument was that the central audit agencies perceived
this as letting go of control and independence of the audit function. Surely,
a process that improves the project’s outcomes should be the goal rather
than maintaining control over a historical process.

I mention this now as it is useful for the reader to keep this in mind as they
read and relate to the perspectives of those involved in the research. It is
not an argument against governance; it is a plea for good governance and
for change. Perhaps my questioner highlighted the dilemma of letting go in
achieving this change.
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The research framework

To answer the research questions, there had to be a structure that would
provide applicable data and a framework to analyse and interpret those data.
It is appropriate to explain this approach so readers can understand how
the data were gathered and interpreted. The framework employed in the
research is represented diagrammatically in Figure 1.3.

Figure 1.3 The research framework
Source: Created by author.

Earlier we defined governance as ‘patterns of rule’ such as the systems,
institutions, and norms by which organisations are directed (Bevir 2007:
365), and that the goal of effective governance is to create the ‘conditions
for ordered rule and collective action’ (Stoker 1998: 17).

An institution is not a thing as such; rather, it ‘is a collection of rules’ (March
etal. 2011: 239; Steinmo 2015: 181) or ‘humanly devised constraints that
shape human interaction’ (North 1990: 3). Ferris and Tang (1993: 7) argue
that institutions constrain activities through rules and that actors adhere to
rules as it is in their best interest to do so. It is important to acknowledge
this relationship, as it provides meaning, structure, and stability to
behaviour ‘through routinisation and prior determination of acceptable and
non-acceptable interactions’ (Timney 1996: 101). The institution provides
direction and boundaries.



1. GOVERNANCE DOESN'T SEEM TO BE WORKING TOO WELL

New institutionalism is concerned with not only institutions but also the
relationship between the institution and its actors (March & Olsen 1984;
Koning 2016; Lowndes 2018). This is key to answering the research
questions in this book. The research is secking to measure how the
institution influences the behaviour of the actors in these large government
ICT software projects and how they interact with the institution.

Therefore, the term ‘institutional governance’ used throughout this book can
be thought of as how the behaviour of actors is influenced by the institution
and how the governance is influenced by the behaviour of actors—that is,
the formal interaction between the two.

The system or collection of formal rules, guidelines, procedures, roles, and
informal norms that shape both actions and behaviour is classified as an
institutional framework (North 1994). This classification is important to this
book. Each jurisdiction within the Australian and New Zealand public sectors
has an institutional framework that shapes the behaviour of the relevant
agencies in the operation of large ICT software projects. Their purpose is to
provide a ‘stable structure’ in which all agencies and actors can operate and
to ensure consistency. However, North’s (1994) argument that stability does
not equate to efficiency is central to this book and its research questions.

It is also pertinent at this point to briefly, albeit simply, explain how a large
ICT software project is typically structured within the Australian and New
Zealand public sectors, and how the institutional framework—the collective
institutional governance arrangements—interacts with and influences
these projects.

Projects begin with a catalyst of some sort—perhaps an idea, a political
initiative, or the need to replace an ageing system. They may also be part
of a portfolio of planned work. From that moment, detail is progressively
added to provide all the information required for the project to be
approved. The project then begins along the path of development and
implementation, through to assessment of outcomes. Before, after, and
at every stage in this process the institutional framework has an impact—
for example, jurisdictional strategies to build the required capability and
financial guidelines (see Figure 1.4). The point is that the institutional
framework has a major influence on the governance of these projects;
they do not operate in isolation, they are controlled. So, back to North’s
argument and the research questions: How effective is the governance via
these institutional frameworks?
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Figure 1.4 How the institutional framework influences large ICT software
projects
Source: Created by author.

The lowest tier of the research framework is that of the concepts, which
are described as ‘the points around which research is conducted’ (Bryman
2015: 151). They provide a focus for data analysis. This book therefore
identified 10 concepts of institutional governance to analyse, which relate to
practices and dilemmas in governance (Bevir 2011) and collectively provide
an institutionalist perspective on governance. They are covered within the
various institutional frameworks for large ICT software projects as each
is a key factor in the operation and management of these projects. These
concepts, together with a description and their relevance to the research, are
detailed in Appendix 1. It is important to note this here because Chapters
3—7 include an analysis of each as part of their findings.

Solving the puzzle through listening

The research questions ask: What is the ‘perceived’ effectiveness of
governance for large government ICT software projects in the Australian
and New Zealand public sectors? In addition, what, if any, are the ‘perceived’
challenges in adapting this governance? Earlier in this chapter, there was
a discussion of the difficulties of ‘measuring’ governance and public policy
outcomes in general, and how it was important—indeed, critical—for this
book that an appropriate measure is applied.

As a preface, the following quote attributed to nineteenth-century Danish
theologian and philosopher Soren Kierkegaard is used to highlight the
intent of the research design: ‘Life is not a problem to be solved but a reality
to be experienced.’
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The research in this book aims to look at the ‘reality’ of life in these projects
from the narratives of the actors involved and, through those personal
experiences, to try not to ‘solve’ life in these projects but to highlight
experiences. The measure will be the actors’ perceptions: How has the
governance helped them in their objectives?

Figure 1.5 is a diagrammatic representation of the research approach. With
the puzzle in mind, I reviewed past and current research on my three focus
areas (sponsor, project management, and forecasting). Key factors were
identified for each (for example, the sponsor is a critical role) and from
that emerged my research questions (for example, does the organisation
understand the importance of the sponsor’s role).

Figure 1.5 Research roadmap
Source: Created by author.
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A two-part analysis was undertaken to provide the data to answer the
questions. Part one (Chapters 3-5) provides a general collection and
interpretative analysis of data related to the governance of large ICT software
projects across the Australian and New Zealand public sectors. I conducted
extensive interviews with key stakeholders and experts with experiential
involvement in large ICT software projects. Part two (Chapters 6 and 7)
provides case studies of two large ICT software projects. From the
interpretation of these data, findings are made for each part. In the closing
section, the findings from parts one and two are compared (Chapter 8),
an overall narrative emerges, various implications are identified, and a
conclusion is made.

Elite interviews were the primary source of data. Dexter (2006: 19) argues
that elite interviews target a specific social group, comprising ‘influential’
or ‘well-informed’ representatives or those with some special knowledge
garnered by being part of that group (Bottomore 1993). In the case of this
book, the group is those actors who were, or still are, important stakeholders
in the management of large ICT software projects across the Australian and
New Zealand public sectors. That means the interest is not in the ‘person’
but in their capacity as an elite in the group, and the interest is not as a sole
case study, but rather what they add as representatives of this elite group
(Flick 2002). The elites will provide the interpretative knowledge that is
critical to this book. Interpretative knowledge entails ‘the points of views
and interpretations’ of the actors in these groups—their view on ‘reality’
(Dexter 2006: 18; Bogner et al. 2018: 658-59). Therefore, this book is not
seeking ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ answers, as elite interviews by their nature do not
seek to establish a positivist ‘truth’; they assist in interpreting a situation
from the narratives (Richards 1996: 200).

The interviews sought to elicit from the elite group their personal
interpretations of the effectiveness of governance in large ICT software
projects based on their personal experience and is information not available
elsewhere. The data from the interviews, and their interpretation, provide
the critical information to answer the research question. Part one (general)
interview participants were identified for their involvement as key actors in
large government ICT software projects. It was a key aim of the research to
ensure that these actors were identified across jurisdictions and agencies,
with an important stake or role in large government ICT software projects,
that this was not restricted to ICT professionals, and that the research was
not ICT-centric.
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A total of 57 interviews for part one were completed (see Appendix 2 and
Table 1.1). This number was effective for reaching the saturation point—
one large enough ‘to allow for discursive repetition and recurrent patterns
of argumentation to emerge’ for further analysis (Nikander 2012: 400).
A similar process was undertaken for the case study interview participant
identification, except that the targets were direct stakeholders in the project.
The total number and category of participants interviewed for the case
studies was 18 (see Appendices 3 and 4; Table 1.1).

Table 1.1 Summary of elite interview participants

| Exec.| CIO| Ass.| SPO| Pol.| Cons| Acad.| Union| DCom| T2| Total
Part1
NZ 3 5 3 15
APS 2 2
NSW 3 1 1 7
Vic. 3 3 6
NT 4 6 2 12
Tas. 1 1 1 3
Anon. 1
Private 1 1 3 5
sector
Subtotal 13| 11| 18| 10 1 1 3 0 57
Part 2
NPay 2 1 3 1 1 2 10
EPDP 1 2 5 8
Subtotal 3 1 2 8 0 0 0 1 1| 2 18
Total 16| 12| 20| 18 1 1 3 1 1| 2 75

Exec. = Executive

CIO = Chief information officer
Ass. = Assurance officer
SPO = Senior project officer
Pol. = Politician

Acad. = Academic

DCom = Datacom

T2 = Talent2

Anon. = Anonymised

NPay = Novopay

Source: Compiled by author.
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Figure 1.6 Aligning questions to theoretical concepts
Source: Created by author.

Part one interview questions were open-ended, semi-structured, and aligned
to the roles/disciplines that were the project’s focus—sponsor, project
management, and forecasting—and to the concepts identified in the
research framework section, such as financial management, and capability
and capacity-building (see Figure 1.6). In the interviews, each participant
provided their personal perspective; the semi-structured approach provided
flexibility. While the interview may have started with a defined question, the
conversation flowed naturally and allowed for additional information and
perspectives to be provided, and some great quotes to be captured. This is
an advantage of the semi-structured approach, as the interviewer can ‘come
away with all the data intended but also interesting and unexpected data that
emerges (O’Leary 2010: 195). However, while semi-structured interviews
enabled this flexibility, they also provided the structure for consistency and
commonality in questioning required to aid the later analysis and thematic
coding of the data (Flick 2002).

As with those in part one, the elite interviews in part two were semi-
structured, with questions targeted to the research focus roles/disciplines
and theoretical concepts. The difference was that instead of the questions
seeking general perspectives based on the participants’ experiences with
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various projects, the part two questions related to the case study project.
The intent was to gain a personal perspective based on the participant’s role
as an actor in the case study project.

One of the strengths of elite interviews is that they enable actors from
a ‘cluster’ to be compared (Liu 2018)—an acknowledgement that these
elites may have different perspectives on some matters. Aligned to this, elite
interviews—particularly when they are semi-structured—while allowing
the actors to tell their own story, also provide the opportunity for the
interviewer to ask additional questions where perspectives differ (Sabot
1999; Hochschild 2009). One of the assumptions before the interviews was
that there would be contrasting perspectives among the elites, potentially
according to jurisdiction, and there would be a need to analyse why this
was so. However, as will become evident, one of the findings was the great
consistency in the perspectives of all the elite interviewees, regardless of
jurisdiction or role; the governance issues identified were common to all.

For the case studies, a comparative approach was adopted. The use of two
case studies was intended to provide a ‘systematic comparison’ (Kaarbo &
Beasley 1999: 377) between the two. The case studies are two large ICT
software projects in the New Zealand public sector. Intensive study and
observation of each allowed for the discovery of ‘contrasts, similarities,
or patterns (Campbell 2010) across the cases that would not have been
possible using just one case.

There is a final reason for utilising case studies and the comparative
approach. As well as comparing the two case studies, the intention is to
compare the case study findings with the findings from part one. Part one
identifies general findings on the governance of large ICT software projects,
while part two is a detailed examination of two such projects. To enable the
comparison, an identical interview process was applied. Did the findings
from part one match those from the case study and, if not, what could be
the explanation? The comparative approach provides additional validity and
rigour to the research (Eisenhardt 1989).

The research questions seek to assess the effectiveness of the institutional
governance of large ICT software projects in the Australian and New
Zealand public sectors, so an appropriate means of comparison is identifying
two similar projects with different outcomes. This follows the principle of
Mill’s ‘method of difference’ or the related ‘most similar systems design’
logic that says that differences—in this case, project outcomes—can be
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explained by comparing similar cases with varying outcomes and can aid in
the identification of the reasons for this (Meckstroth 1975; Van Evera 1997;
Bleijenbergh 2010).

The case study projects have many similarities, but one major difference.
Both were large ICT software projects that operated within the New Zealand
public sector and were therefore governed under the same jurisdictional
institutional framework. Both targeted the delivery of a payroll solution
to the same customer base—namely, staff within the New Zealand school
system.® Therefore, both should have encountered similar environmental
and stakeholder management issues. The two also had a direct relationship,
as one arose from the need to address weaknesses in the other. The difference
is that, given these similarities, one was classified publicly as a ‘disaster’ and
led to a national apology; the other project was cited as an ‘exemplar’ for its
success. Why are the two project outcomes so different?

The two case study projects are:

* The New Zealand Ministry of Education’s Novopay payroll project
(2008-12), which was deemed to be an abject failure.

e The New Zealand Education Payroll Limited’s Education Payroll
Development Program (EPDP) (2017-20), which is cited as an
‘exemplar’.

The comparative relationship of the findings for each case study and the part
one general interview findings is displayed diagrammatically in Figure 1.7.

The third data collection method was the identification and collection
of relevant documents, which were then reviewed, interrogated, and
analysed (O’Leary 2010: 223) to form the third source of data for this
book. This documentation was used to complement and interpret the data
obtained from the interview and case study processes and to build on the
literature review.

6 Person U, a senior executive in the New Zealand Ministry of Education (MoE), said the MoE is
primarily responsible for school policy and funding, with the schools themselves largely autonomous
entities. Each school has a Board of Trustees which employs the principal and teachers. Each school
determines its own staffing based on available funding; however, the MoE retains responsibility for the
staff payroll. The two case studies relate to the provision of that payroll service.
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Figure 1.7 Case study comparative relationship
Source: Created by author.

Thematic analysis was utilised to interpret interview data. Thematic analysis
is defined (Braun & Clarke 2012: 57) as ‘a method for systematically
identifying, organising, and offering insight into patterns of meanings
(themes) across a data set’. Applying this definition to this book and the
intent of the research design, the analysis is not focused on identifying what
is unique within a single interview but is a means of identifying what is
common across all interviews for the topics under discussion. It is about
‘making sense of those commonalities’ (Braun & Clarke 2012: 57) and
identifying themes in the data (Castleberry & Nolen 2018).

An identical process was used for elite interviews in both part one and part
two. A ‘pragmatic’ (Aronson 1995), simple hierarchy of thematic analysis
was employed (see Figure 1.8). For each of the three research areas—sponsor,
project management, and forecasting—interview questions and discussions
focused on the theoretical concepts. Interviews were transcribed and entered
into NVivo, where they were reviewed and thematically coded by identified
common ‘patterns (Aronson 1995). This resulted in the identification of
the core themes for each theoretical concept. From these findings an overall
story emerged of the institutional governance of large ICT software projects
in the public sector.
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Figure 1.8 Thematic analysis hierarchy
Source: Created by author.

The thematic analysis approach to the interview data was also applied
to document analysis. The documents were read and, if relevant, stored
in NVivo, where text was coded using the same process as the interview
data. This provided consistency and comparability of data and aided in
interpretation and reporting, effectively creating a ‘systematic procedure for
reviewing and evaluating documents’ (Bowen 2009: 27).

As a final note to this section, the willingness of public sector staff to
participate in the interviews varied; most were supportive, and I am grateful
to them all. However, almost all public sector staff wished to be anonymised
and participated on that basis. Given the generalisation of most data, this was
not usually an issue. However, in some situations, this did limit potentially
important analysis. For example, an actor who was leading a much-vaunted
political initiative to address ICT project governance was interviewed but
revealed that, despite the media hype, not much had been achieved, nor was
it likely to, as it was extremely hard to enact change. This could have been
an excellent mini case study, but this was not possible without putting the
interviewee at risk of exposure and its consequences.
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Intended audience

This book is intended for a dual audience of policymakers and government
ICT project practitioners. Its findings highlight the interdependence of
the policy and the practical. The personal perspectives of the elites in these
large government ICT projects provide a painful narrative of the impact
of unsuitable policy on practitioners and the problems for policymakers of
enacting change. So, what can be done both policy-wise and practically?
The concluding chapter has specific, but related, findings for both audiences.

The governance focus and the research design of this book also provide
a different perspective for the audience. This book highlights the fact
that there is a plethora of research on large ICT projects but it is typically
independent analysis of all the things that went wrong, with the findings
related to ‘lessons learned’. One interviewee equated this to someone
coming in after a battle and stabbing everyone left alive.

I'wanted to do something different and make the book personally relevant for
the audience. Gauld and Goldfinch’s Dangerous Enthusiasms: E-Government,
Computer Failure and Information System Development (2006) is referenced
in several parts of this book. I like their book because it provides a unique
insight into several large New Zealand Government ICT project failures
and identifies lessons for future projects.

However, when I asked my New Zealand interviewees what they had learnt
from the book, I was taken aback by the derision and at times contempt
expressed towards its authors. The criticism was that the authors had no
experience of, and did not reflect on, what it was like to work on large
government ICT projects day to day. The interviewees believed the authors
had ignored the organisational complexities and frameworks in which such
projects and staff operate, and concentrated on the lessons to be learnt,
rather than the underlying institutional issues.

This book is not taking a detached, remote view, nor is it focusing on
‘lessons learned’ to add to the pile of existing reviews. It also does not focus
on the minutiae of the project management tasks and outcomes—what
was delivered and what was not. This book investigates the institutional
framework in which these projects operated and how effective this was for
those involved. How was the project approved to begin? Did the framework
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provide the capability required? How did the institutional financial
management of these projects assist? If the framework was unsuitable, did
actors make local adaptations?

In summary, this book differs from other research by analysing, from
the very personal experiences of those involved in these projects, how
institutional governance impacts on the operation of large Australian and
New Zealand government ICT software projects. These findings are relevant
and important for both policymakers and ICT practitioners.

Plan of the book

Chapter 2 explores the three project roles and disciplines that are the focus
of the research. The importance and development of the roles and disciplines
are discussed and reference is made to documents within the Australian and
New Zealand public sectors that provide the institutional governance for
large ICT software projects. This assists in providing a comparison of the
literature and the institutional frameworks.

Chapters 3 to 5 document and analyse the data from many elite interviews
for each of the three project roles and disciplines—namely, sponsor, project
management, and forecasting. For each a narrative emerges and findings
against the theoretical concepts are detailed.

Chapters 6 and 7 are case studies of two large ICT software projects that
were similar in product and target stakeholder group, but different in
outcome. The chapters undertake a detailed analysis of the projects using
the same format as that utilised in Chapters 3—5, except that the findings
relate specifically to the case study.

Finally, Chapter 8 details the overall findings and the narrative that
emerges. A comparison of the findings from Chapters 3—5 with those of
the two case studies (Chapters 6 and 7) is then undertaken. Theoretical,
policy, and practical implications are highlighted and a conclusion is made,
including answering the research questions.
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