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Abstract

As projects have advanced to value drivers in the IT Services industry, their success is
increasingly crucial to organisations. Success is a complex concept. This paper draws on new
empirical evidence as to what constitutes success in IT-services projects. Traditional project
management frameworks define project success using easily measurable indicators such as
budgetary control. This approach neglects the complexity of the subject matter. Newer
approaches in the IT industry projects now emphasize qualitative success indicators such as
customer satisfaction. An on-line questionnaire was used to examine the extent to which the
success factors defined and used by current project management frameworks have kept up with
the industry changes. The study identified that it is necessary to have an appropriate mix of both
qualitative and quantitative measures in order to check the degree of success of such projects.
This indicates that project success in IT is a multidimensional concept. It also shows that the
more quantitative approach established within project management frameworks promulgated
throughout the industry is insufficient for the holistic nature of what success means to the
different actors. This study is important as it can serve as a catalyst for the development of an
improved framework for practitioners to use to measure success in a way that meets the
changing landscape of actors’ expectations towards what success means and lead to more
informed decision-making.
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Introduction

It is the long-established consensus that in order to assess success, it must be clearly
defined and measured in meaningful ways that fit the definition of success in the field in which
it is applied. There is extensive research on success and performance especially in the areas of
organisational and occupational psychology (Gleich, 2001, p. 34; Thorpe, 2008, p. 58), but a
unified approach towards the topic on an operational and project level has yet to be defined.
Standardising performance measurement has proven fruitful in industries such as financial
services, production and construction (Atkinson, 1999, p. 338) as these industries share a
characteristic: their organisational success historically depends on easily quantifiable
performance measures of resource efficiency and productivity (Mamaghani, et al., 2011, p. 12).
Measuring these success indicators is rather straight forward as the data are easily quantifiable,
but the approach is piecemeal (Sureshchandar & Leisten, 2005, p. 12). These early systems
reflected an organization’s output criteria and neglected the effort needed to achieve them
(Barrett, 2004, p. 12). As subjective judgment lies at the heart of business management
(Hoffmann, 1999, p. 25), it almost seems like a natural development that — in order to avoid this
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bias — systems to achieve quantifiable evaluation of performance were put in place. While
established traditional and integrated concepts such as the Balanced Score Card (Sureshchandar
& Leisten, 2005, p. 12) have been adapted for the IT Services industry (Van Grembergen, et al.,
2004, p. 131), these efforts only address the issue on a governance level (Van Grembergen, et
al., 2004, p. n.a.), not on an operational level and again set a focus on quantitative measures
such as financial efficiency. While quantitative performance indicators are highly relevant from
an overall organizational viewpoint, this paper hypothesises that this approach does not
sufficiently address all aspects of performance and success relevant to value drivers such as
projects. Given the changing focus and importance of IT-related projects, to what extent are
traditional performance related measures an effective measure of success? How do
organisations define project success today? This paper sets out a case for change.

The IT Services industry and project success

The IT Services industry is diverse and complex. IT projects have evolved to become the
industry’s core value driver and a strategic asset (Judgev & Miiller, 2005, p. 20). Projects are
now the main unit of operation (Xia & Lee, 2004, p. 10) and key to organisational advancement
(Shenbhar, et al., 2001, p. 701). As value drivers directly contribute to organisational success,
delivering successful projects is key. Project management frameworks such as the Project
Management Body of Knowledge or the Agile Manifesto have attempted to create a definition
and measurement approach for success on the project level and broaden the definition of success
by also considering qualitative factors. This is in line with the research community’s view that
success is, in fact, multidimensional (Aguinis, 2009, p. 78) even though historically the focus
was on easily quantifiable indicators.

Defining “Project Success”

In order to assess success, organisations must determine what constitutes success, so they
can employ suitable measures. In other words: success is assessed by measures of both
quantitative and qualitative nature, depending on its definition (Tadeu de Oliveira Lacerda, et
al., 2009, pp. 133-135).

These two aspects of performance and success are also reflected in the delivery models
established for projects in the IT Services industry, which approach the concept of “success"
from opposing directions. The Guide to Project Management Body of Knowledge (2013)
represents a general and classic view on the subject that neglects qualitative aspects of project
management itself and how they may relate to project success (Tadeu de Oliveira Lacerda, et
al., 2011, p. 133). Agile delivery models address this shortcoming by placing high value on
qualitative indicators and yet place lower value on budgetary and time-related concerns.

As success depends on its context, any attempt of gaining an understanding of what
constitutes “project success” will be fruitless if it is unclear what success indicators are
important to organisations. This paper provides an understanding of what constitutes success in
IT Services today and to what extent the traditional view on success and its measurement
prevails.

This was achieved by addressing the following assumptions:
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1. Performance is multidimensional. Quantitative and qualitative aspects
of performance are considered important and contribute to an organisation’s
understanding of project success.

2. While the research community has become more aware of qualitative
success indicators, it is still a fact that quantitative performance measures are more
easily assessed than qualitative ones; measurement strategies reflect this.

3. Attempts to standardise performance and success assessment in a
universally applicable framework for projects in the IT industry have not yet been of
any avail. The available delivery frameworks emphasise opposing aspects of
performance and success and provide guidance for their assessment. These frameworks,
however, are one-sided, and their values oppose each other.

4, Projects are the value drivers of the IT Services industry. Project
success determines organisational success. Meaningful assessment of the same is key,
but complex.

Research approach and methodology

This study was based on identifying the current methods used by IT professionals to
measure success in IT-service projects and comparing these with existing study results
identified in the literature review and the methods promulgated through industry-wide
frameworks. A set of hypotheses were formulated to establish a view on the definition of project
success in IT services industry and on how this definition shapes the current approach towards
measurement. These tests were steered towards exploring to what extent traditional, quantifiable
project assessment frameworks still carry weight in the industry, since newer delivery
frameworks such as SCRUM also direct their focus towards customer satisfaction and work
quality, thus substantiating the consensus in research that performance is in fact
multidimensional, no matter what its area of application is. The definition and measurement of
project success should reflect varied organizational settings to be effective and provide strategic
benefit.
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Fig. 4 Theoretical Model. Aspects relevant to thesis shown by grey highlights.
Figure designed by authors.

Figure 1 shows the complexity of the subject matter and how they relate to the
components addressed in this paper (highlighted in grey). This paper describes the components
that lie at the heart of this model, the project environment. The learnings from this study serve
as basis in understanding the added complexity and possible variability of the subject matter
when considering the involved organizations and cultures in further research

Data collection

The research aimed at accomplishing two goals: 1) identifying the dominant project
success indicators in the industry and 2) looking into possible correlation between success
assessment practices and the importance of project success indicators. The data was collected by
means of an online questionnaire. A representative sample of the population of professionals
working on projects in the IT-Services industry was obtained through non-probability,
purposive, and expert sampling. The sample frame was set by explicitly reaching out to
communities of professionals working in IT Services organisations via professional network
sites online. As the representative sample of individuals is otherwise hard to address,
randomization was not possible; snowball sampling was also employed to obtain a
representative sample; the risk of sampling error was mitigated by clearly stating the target
group and by approving suggestions made before the survey was forwarded to other individuals
by a participant. 55 completed surveys were submitted by professionals working for
organisations located in Central Europe and one in South Africa; ranging in size from <100 to
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