
	  

 
Case study in digital development: Edinburgh Printmakers 
 
Introduction 

This case study is about what to do when things do not go according to plan when working with 
a technology developer or supplier. It is for anyone/organisation who is thinking about 
designing a new technology solution to achieve a specific goal, or anyone thinking of working 
with a developer or supplier who is proposing a proprietary or bespoke system. You’ll learn: 

• Some tips on what to do when things DO go wrong with a technology development 
you’ve commissioned and contracted 

• Some tips on how to ensure – as best you can – that you are well protected if things go 
wrong by setting up clear boundaries and processes with the developer before you sign 
a contract 

 

Thanks to Edinburgh Printmakers for sharing their story – it is not easy to talk about when things 
go wrong despite best efforts. The aim of sharing their story is to share their learning from this 
experience with the wider cultural sector. 

 

Background 

Edinburgh Printmakers engaged with AmbITion Scotland 2009-
2011 programme with advanced digital development plans and 
aspirations. Already experienced with commissioning and 
managing digital developments, they were looking to enhance 
their back office systems with stock management capabilities 
linked to the company’s accounting systems; a CRM system; and 
an e-commerce and social media web site, with many additional 
features and functions to enable the organisation to operate 
more efficiently and professionally in terms of communications 
and profile to customers. Their new ideas, which have emerged 

as new technology solutions have come into the marketplace, become a viable business case 
and implementation plan. Edinburgh Printmakers received some support from Scottish Arts 
Council via AmbITion Scotland, and have made the internal case for significant investment of 
their own funds. Edinburgh Printmakers published a detailed brief about their planned digital 
development. 

 

The beginning of the digital development journey 

They interviewed interested and capable technology development companies who could meet 
the brief. They made a decision to appoint a developer/supplier who already had a proprietary 
software system that Edinburgh Printmakers had seen working via a local server set up, and 
that other comparable organisations already use in local server format. The software would 
obviously need bespoke tweaking to be completely fit for Edinburgh Printmakers (they wanted to 
integrate elements of the system with Sage), but the developer claimed that this was easily 
achievable, and showed other examples of bespoke solutions.  



	  
The developer also mentioned that the next development for the software system they were 
investing in was to move it from being dependent on local servers to it being hosted on the 
cloud, and offered as software as a service – something very attractive to Edinburgh 
Printmakers who did not want the burden of running local servers and having to contract the 
expertise that would require. Edinburgh Printmakers were led to believe that the move of the 
product from being server to cloud based would take about 8 weeks, and this was a feasible 
timescale for Edinburgh Printmakers, who were prepared to compromise on this lead in time 
given the potential benefits of having a cloud based system. The supplier implied that moving 
the software from server to cloud was a simple task, and after taking up references, Edinburgh 
Printmakers entered into a contract with the supplier. 

 

Work commences 

Edinburgh Printmakers worked hard with the 
developers to specify the exact specification of 
the system before work commenced, clarifying 
timescales and milestones. All good practice! 

In fact, it was fairly early days for cloud 
computing and the supplier actually had to 
completely re-develop the software system to 
ensure it would work on the cloud, software as 
a service. The Sage integration was complex, 
and the developers underestimated the time 
that it would take – they themselves had to go 
on a learning journey to get to grips with 
elements of Sage. Timescales started slipping, 
and as the website was tied into the 
development, it was also delayed. 

 

The middle of journey – worries emerge 

In March 2011 they were 2 months behind schedule, and Edinburgh Printmakers were starting to 
get worried. The board asked the developer to give a presentation, and questioned developers 
in detail, asking whether they needed support.   

The presentation seemed to show the product as going backwards, and the developers’ 
promises that things would be completed on time seemed less than convincing. Gut reactions 
of the Edinburgh Printmakers team were of worry, so Edinburgh Printmakers requested a new 
(realistic) timescale and milestone schedule to try and alleviate the pressure of the late running 
of the project, and increased the level of communications with the developers, to try and 
motivate them along. The board asked director to co-opt expert onto board to give them advice 
about the situation. 

 

Things don’t always go to plan 

After this meeting and these requests, the developer went quiet, and then went away to 
Australia unexpectedly, making communications very difficult. A month later the developer 
came back to Edinburgh Printmakers, saying that they had financial difficulties, and could not 
promise to deliver.  
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Edinburgh Printmakers then notified stakeholders & board immediately. Together with 
stakeholders such as AmbITion Scotland, Edinburgh Printmakers arranged an immediate 
meeting to discuss options with the supplier. Edinburgh Printmakers were looking to protect and 
take control of the work and investment. 

 
Dealing with the emergency 
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All parties agreed what evidence and paperwork needed to be provided to Edinburgh 
Printmakers, and Edinburgh Printmakers negotiated a way to enable them to do this work 
(cash). Edinburgh Printmakers’ plan was then to submit what had been done so far to an 
independent developer who could undertake due diligence testing and investigation. 

Edinburgh Printmakers also approached their lawyer and independent consultants who gave 
advice on options and tone of communications, etc. They explained what Edinburgh 
Printmakers needed to do to control the rights and own the IP, and a confidentiality contract was 
drawn up for the company undertaking due diligence. 

Within 2 weeks, the system documentation was handed over, and stakeholders supported the 
commissioning of a due diligence testing of the system. 

The due diligence process assessed the system for how complete it was and what investment 
would be needed to complete the system to Edinburgh Printmakers’ original specification (time 
and money). Completing due diligence would give Edinburgh Printmakers insight into whether 
the development so far would be worth anything. Could it be resold or were any parts 
salvageable? Could another developer take it on? What were the alternatives at this point in 
time for similar levels of technology solution. Was there anything new on the market that could 



	  
achieve the same objectives? Was the wider potential of the system worth Edinburgh 
Printmakers investing in if they could eventually own the IP and resell it? 

Due diligence took longer than expected (2 months) because Edinburgh Printmakers wanted 
realistic estimates of cost for alternative solutions as well as the cost of completing the current 
solution in development, so the marketplace had to be scanned and detailed plans drawn up.  

By October 2011, a voluntary technology expert was co-opted onto board, who also reviewed 
everything to give another opinion and report/suggestions. 

Both reviewers summarised that the completion of the current project was very ambitious (it was 
considered to be only 70% complete), and another £15k would be required. Rather than risk this, 
Edinburgh Printmakers decided to reassess their needs with the current tools and solutions in 
the market - one year on from original brief development. 

 

Getting back on track 

In autumn 2011, AmbITion Scotland 
provided additional support to help 
Edinburgh Printmakers with the decision 
making process around what to do next – 
independent consultants have acted as a 
safeguard to ensure mutuality and provide 
project assurance and ensure that 
experience from other business sectors 
can be fed in. AmbITion Scotland has also 
aimed to help the project get back on track 
with fresh ideas and energy, providing 
support when Edinburgh Printmakers are 
naturally quite jaded with the whole 
development. 

By November 2011, Edinburgh Printmakers 
had revisited the original system 
requirements, and have taken the decision to not complete the system in development. Instead 
they are breaking it into component parts and using assets that they can from the 70% of it that 
is complete. Content has already been developed as this was part of AmbITion Scotland work, 
staff are trained, Edinburgh Printmakers have done much of the data capture and 
systems/processes development, so it should all come together quickly once decisions about 
the technologies are made. 

At December 2011, the search is on for suppliers for component parts, with a request for 
information, but a clear message that an all in one bespoke system is not required. EPOS, 
contact management, stock management and an integrated website will all be technologies 
that are chosen separately. Component parts will likely be well established. Cloud computing 
has meant that simply integrating this is possible – a development no one could have 
anticipated at the beginning of 2011. What is available on the market has changed, and so the 
Edinburgh Printmakers brief and reasons for choosing a solution have changed.  

 

Lessons learnt 

• If a developer proposes a significant change to a specification, look at the risks 
and the contract (for example: the Edinburgh Printmakers/supplier contract had 
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delivery of the software to server as key component. The contract was not 
revisited at the point of change where the software became cloud based).  

• Get professional input at any change point so that risks around time, budget and 
other key criteria could be thought through. (For example: timeliness was a key 
criteria for Edinburgh Printmakers, and the assumption that the change to cloud 
delivery was straightforward, and lack of clarity from the developer that the 
system would be entirely new this was the major issue that was massively 
impactful on the timescales). 

• Trust your instincts – if a presentation was less than convincing, ask the developer 
what’s going on – are they overworked and tired? Are they hiding the truth? Can 
they be helped by you? Should you hand money over? 

• See technology in action. Play with it. Keep up to date on new developments in 
your field – look at devices and systems, go on forums where people discuss this! 
It’s about feeling confident that these new tools can change your products, 
operations and business models. 

• Pool resources and expertise with other organisations like your own for a 
significant technology development, but recognise that if this involves many 
partners it will need project management. Choose partners with similar needs, 
audiences, and business models. (Having a national network of print studios 
could have been beneficial here for Edinburgh Printmakers!) 

• Developers often assume that they will be managing the system ongoing, so this 
can impact the view of usability design. 

• Ensure that if the project is outwith your expertise, have independent advice to 
help you, as developers always have self-interest. 

• Don’t stop the data gathering, content creation, staff training and general digital 
confidence, capability, and capacity building - even if the major digital 
development hiccups. 

• Ensure you have the right advisors and support; lean on the board, and pass on 
responsibility to them so that everyday activities keep going even whilst there is a 
crisis ongoing. 

• Key milestones, deliverables, and quality assurances need to be in the contract, 
and possibly financial penalties if company fails to deliver. First payment needs to 
be small one, and client company needs to have recourse to reclaim it.  

• IP needs to be owned by the client. 
• Cost for independent support through implementation  - you don’t know what 

you don’t know! 
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