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Abstract
The return that organizations derive from investments in information systems and technology
continues to disappoint. While there are many theoretical prescriptions as to how the
planned benefits from an IT project might best be realized, there is very little empirical
evidence, as to whether such advice is being heeded in practice. Drawing on the resourcebased view of the firm, a conceptual model of a benefits realization capability is presented
and developed. In this model, the benefits realisation capability is operationalized through
four distinct competences, each of which is underpinned by a variety of socially defined
practices. The model was populated by using a thorough review of the literature to identify
and categorise those specific practices that have the potential to contribute to the effective
achievement of benefits from IT investment projects. These practices are then studied in an
empirical examination of 25 IT projects. The analysis finds no evidence of benefits
realization practices being adopted in any consistent, comprehensive or coherent manner.
Effective benefits realization requires an ongoing commitment to, and focus upon, the
benefits, rather than the technology, throughout a system’s development, implementation
and operation.
Keywords: IT benefits realization, Organizational change, Resource-based view,
Resources, Capabilities, Competences, Practices, Systems development, Implementation
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Introduction

Information technology has become an increasingly ubiquitous and integral part of the
modern organization as it has the potential to enhance performance, at the operational and
strategic levels. However, as Zuboff (1988, p. 7) notes, this wide-spread adoption of
information technology is not ‘neutral’, as it embodies ‘essential characteristics that are
bound to alter the nature of work within factories and offices, and among workers, managers
and professionals'. Indeed, a steady stream of research, over the past twenty years, has
confirmed that IT implementations are typically associated with very significant amounts of
organizational change (e.g. Markus & Robey, 1988; Davidson & Chiasson, 2005; Robey &
Boudreau, 1999; Peppard & Ward, 2005; Markus, 2004). For example, whether by
happenstance or design, the introduction of a complex and highly integrated technology,
such as ERP, is likely to have significant impacts on an organization's business processes,
structure, culture and enterprise level performance, as well as the motivation, job
specifications and performance of individual employees (Markus, 2004).

Despite its recognised tendency to act as a catalyst for change, information technology
cannot be viewed as a deterministic artefact (Grint & Woolgar, 1997; Orlikowski & Hofman,
1997), as even when deployed in very similar organizational settings, identical information
systems can give rise to significantly different outcomes (Orlikowski, 1992; Sahay & Robey,
1996; Doherty et al, 2006). Consequently, predicting and managing the social and
organizational impacts of a system’s implementation is by no means a straightforward
endeavour (Clegg et al, 1997; Doherty & King, 1998). Moreover, in far too many instances
the planned organizational impacts fail to materialise, whilst the actual impacts can result in
user resistance and, in extreme cases, possibly even system rejection (Martinsons and
Chong, 1999). Indeed, there is a growing consensus that the high incidence of systems
development projects that fail is primarily due to the inability of organizations to effectively
predict and manage IT-enabled organizational change (e.g. Ewusi-Mensah & Przasnyski,
1994; Lederer & Nath, 1991; Lyytinen & Hirschiem, 1987; Doherty et al, 2003; Peppard &
Ward, 2005).
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The establishment of a link between the unpredictable nature of organizational impacts and
unsuccessful IT projects has significant implications because a considerable amount of time,
money, effort and opportunity can be wasted upon IT investments that ultimately fail to
deliver benefits. Estimates of the level of failure may vary, but over the past thirty years they
have tended to stay uncomfortably high. More specifically, it has been suggested that in the
late 1970s only 20% of projects ‘achieved something like their intended benefits’ (Eason,
1988), and by the late 1980s, it was estimated that up to 70% of IS projects failed
(Hochstrasser & Griffiths, 1991). By the late 1990s, Clegg et al (1997) reported that ‘up to
90% of all IT projects fail to meet their goals’, whilst more recently the British Computer
Society (British Computer Society, 2004) concluded that ‘only around 16 per cent of IT
projects can be considered truly successful’. Against this backdrop, it is important that more
reliable ways of managing the organizational change associated with IT projects should be
found, to help reduce the incidence of information systems failure. Although it may be widely
acknowledged that the unpredictable nature of organizational change is a key contributor to
IS failure, paradoxically, it is also recognised that the benefits of IT typically come from the
organizational change that accompanies its introduction (Peppard & Ward, 2005). However,
the explanation for this apparent paradox is not difficult to discern, as the typical IT project
team will generally focus upon delivering a technical solution, and only worry about its
organizational impacts, once it is operational, rather than managing organizational change
as an integral part of the project (Ahn & Skudlark, 1997; Clegg, 2000; Eason, 2001; Markus,
2004).

One potentially important mechanism for proactively managing the social and organizational
impacts of an IT project is through an explicit benefits realization programme, which can be
defined as 'the process of organising and managing, such that the potential benefits arising
from the use of IT are actually realised' (Ward & Elvin, 1999). Indeed, a number of previous
studies have attempted to promote the role of formal and explicit ‘benefits realization’
approaches, for improving the outcomes of information systems development projects,
through the proactive management of organizational change (e.g. Farbey et al, 1993; Ward
et al, 1996; Remenyi et al, 1997; Ward & Elvin, 1999). However, to date, there is little
evidence that organizations have been able to translate these academic prescriptions into
effective working practices (National Audit Office, 2006). Benefits realization appears to be a
good example of the often substantial gap between management theory and practice
(Pfeffer & Sutton, 2000). Consequently, there is a pressing need for novel contributions that
present insights into how an explicit focus on benefits realization might best be incorporated
into the actual routines of systems development and implementation. Such contributions
would also address calls for increasing the relevance of research in the information systems
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discipline for practitioners (Breu & Peppard, 2003; Keen, 1991; Benbasat & Zmud, 1999;
Robey & Markus, 1998).

In this paper we address the question of how an organization embarking upon a new IT
investment project can increase the likelihood of its projected benefits being ultimately
realized.

Drawing on the resource-based view (RBV) of the firm, we argue that

organizations should a benefits realization capability. We build a conceptual model of this
capability, and suggest that the notion of ‘practice’ provides a foundation to operationalize
this capability, and also provide specific guidance for practitioners. The remainder of the
paper is organized into four parts. First, we provide a brief review of literature related to the
concepts of resources, capabilities, competences and practices, before applying these to the
task of IT benefits realization.

We then outline the research method adopted for the

empirical part of this study and summarise the key findings. Finally, we explore the
theoretical and practical implications of this work, paying particular attention to the value of
the competences/practices approach, in the realization of business benefits through IT.

2

Capabilities, Competences and Practices

Resources, capabilities, competences and practices are all important concepts that have
already received much attention in the general and strategic management literatures (e.g.
Barney, 1991; Grant, 1996a; Teece et al, 1997; Brown & Duguid, 2000; Helfat & Peteraf,
2003; Pfeffer and Sutton, 2000). In this section we illustrate how these theoretical constructs
can be applied to the task of delivering specified benefits from IT investments.

2.1

Competences and Capabilities for Information Technology

Over the past twenty five years there has been significant interest in the process by which
organizations can assemble a unique portfolio of resources that will render them a
competitive advantage. The resource-based view (RBV) of the firm (Wernerfelt, 1984;
Barney, 1991) suggests that organizations should invest in those assets and resources that
they believe will best assist them in successfully gaining a sustainable competitive
advantage. In this context, resources have been defined as ‘stocks of available factors that
are owned or controlled by the firm’ (Amit & Schoemaker, 1993). However, from a
competitive perspective not all resources are equally valuable, as it has been argued that an
organization’s primary source of competitive advantage will be through those resources that
are simultaneously valuable, rare, imperfectly imitable and non-substitutable – the so called
VRIN conditions (Barney, 1991). Whilst resources are clearly a critical element of the RBV,
there is a growing recognition that resources, per se, do not create value. Rather, value is
created by an organization’s ability to mobilize, marshal and utilize these resources, through
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the application of capabilities and competences (Black and Boal, 1994; Bowman and
Ambrosini, 2000; Grant, 1996b). Consequently, it can be argued that organizations will only
attain a sustainable competitive advantage if they can assemble a set of competences that
can be consistently applied (Teece & Pisano, 1994) and that competitors find difficult to
imitate (Barney, 1991; Prahalad & Hamel, 1990).

This analysis and logic can be applied to the realization of benefits from IT investments. We
argue that all organizations should establish a benefits realization capability, whether or not
IT is a source of competitive advantage. However, this capability cannot be developed within
the boundaries of the IS function, as research demonstrates the need for enterprise-wide cooperation and engagement to realize the benefits from IT investments (Ward & Peppard,
2004). In delivering value through IT, the key resource is not technology but knowledge and
this knowledge will be distributed throughout the organization. As Newell et al. (2004) have
noted, the primary challenge for project teams, set up to design and implement a largescope IT system, is how to coordinate and integrate such distributed knowledge.

While we draw on the RBV in our argument, there is a lack of precision in the usage of terms
and concepts surrounding this perspective, which needs to be addressed, particularly with
respect to the distinction between a competence and a capability:


Competence refers to a ‘firm’s capacity to deploy resources, usually in
combination, using organizational processes, to effect a desired end’ (Amit &
Shoemaker, 1993; p. 35). A competence is thus an attribute of a team, function or
even the entire organization. Each competence is underpinned by the skills,
knowledge and experiences of employees, i.e. people resources, who are likely
to be distributed enterprise-wide, and deployed in combination with specific
organizational processes and resources (McGrath et al, 1995).



Capability is a higher level construct than a competence (Stalk et al, 1992),
defined and enacted through the application of a set of competences (Teece et
al, 1997; Kangas, 1999; Moingeon et al, 1998). More specifically, a capability can
be defined as an organization’s ability to ‘perform a set of co-ordinated tasks,
utilizing organizational resources, for the purposes of achieving a particular end
result’ (Helfat & Peteraf, 2003, p. 1000).

Benefits realization from IT investments can therefore be conceptualised as an
organizational capability that has the express purpose of ensuring that investments made in
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IT consistently generate value, through the enactment of a number of distinct, yet
complementary, competences. However, whilst it appears to make sense to conceptualise
benefits realization as a capability underpinned by a number of distinct competences, such a
model is still at a relatively high level of granularity. Competences have been referred to as
an ‘amorphous heap’ (Wernerfelt, 1984) as little is generally known about the knowledge
resources that underpin them, nor how this knowledge should be coordinated and
integrated. Consequently, the practitioner will almost certainly be left asking questions as to
how specific benefits realization competences might best be developed, and ultimately
managed, whilst the researcher will want to know how they can observe and measure such
high level constructs, when conducting empirical research (Black & Boal, 1994; Miller and
Shamsie, 1996).

2.2

Practices – a way of operationalizing competences?

One potentially rewarding way of adding granularity to a benefits realization competence is
by decomposing it into a number of constituent practices, each of which is underpinned by
the skills, knowledge and experiences of organizational employees and sometimes those
employees of external entities. The concept of practice is increasingly used within the
organizational sciences literature and a range of descriptions and definitions have inevitably
emerged. Wenger et al (2002) define practices as ‘a set of socially defined ways of doing
things in a specific domain: a set of common approaches and shared standards that create a
basis for action, problem solving, performance and accountability’. In a similar vein, Carlile
(2002) contends that practices are strongly focused upon their 'objects' and 'ends', which
makes practices far more concrete and observable than competences. Not only does the
concept of a practice appear to be very closely aligned with how people actually work, it is
also particularly relevant for IS projects, where much of the effort is based upon the
knowledge and experiences of individuals and teams (Newell et al., 2004). Moreover, the
concept of practice relates to the informal organization and how individuals and teams
discharge their responsibilities. In contrast, most management literature tends to emphasize
processes and procedures, defined by the formal organization, which focus upon
prescriptions of how the work should be done, and in so doing, often ignore many critical
factors that affect performance (Brown and Duguid, 2000). For example, from an IS
development perspective, Nandhakumar and Avison (1999) highlight the limitations of formal
methodologies, arguing that they often represent a 'convenient fiction', to provide an
appearance of control, but bear little relationship to how work actually gets done.

Based primarily on Wenger et al’s (2002) definition, but also taking account of other
appropriate sources (e.g. Brown & Duguid 2000; Schultze & Boland, 2000; Grant, 1996a;
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and Carlile, 2002) we established the following working definition of ‘practice’, for the
purpose of this study:
‘a set of socially defined ways of doing things, in a specific domain, to achieve a
defined – and generally measurable – outcome, and create the basis for
responding appropriately to individual circumstances’.
From this definition, a number of phrases require further clarification, as they have a
significant impact upon the way in which it can be used to identify appropriate practices.
 Socially defined ways of doing things: ‘Socially defined’ implies that a practice is
inherently people-oriented: it relates to ‘the activities of people’ (Brown & Duguid,
2000). As Schultze and Boland (2000) note, the term practice is deliberately used to
capture the essence of ‘what people actually do’, as underpinned by their knowledge,
skills and experience, and evidenced through their behaviour [see figure 1].
 In a specific domain: Given the study’s explicit focus on benefits realization, we were
only interested in those practices that might directly contribute to managing the
realization of benefits from systems development projects.
 To achieve a defined – and generally measurable – outcome: All practices should
have a clear and specified benefits-oriented aim. As Carlile (2002) notes practices are
typically defined in terms of their ‘means’ and most importantly their ‘ends’, which allow
the success of the practice to be demonstrated.
 Creates the basis for responding appropriately to individual circumstances: A
practice is not a set of highly formalized rules that prescribe in great detail the way an
activity should be undertaken. As Schultze and Boland (2000: 204) note, it is not ‘a
mechanical reaction to rules, norms or models, but a strategic, regulated improvisation
responding to the situation’.

Based upon the above discourse around capabilities, competences and practices, it is
possible to posit a clear relationship between these three constructs, and envisage how they
might be configured in the context of benefits realization through IT. From this analysis, the
benefits realization capability will be enacted through a coherent set of benefits realization
competences. As demonstrated in Figure 1, each benefits realization competence will be
underpinned by a closely related suite of benefits realization practices, which, in their totality
help to define the competence.
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Insert Figure 1 ‘The relationship between capabilities, competences and practices’ about
here.

3

The Benefits Realization Competences Framework

In our search for competences that explicitly contribute to the realization of benefits from IT
projects, we sought to identify clusters of knowledge, skills and routines, each of which
would be complementary, yet would make a distinct contribution to the overall benefits
realization capability. As well as being distinct, it was also important that each identified
competence should be applicable across a wide variety of IT development projects and
organizations, irrespective of role or context.

Although the literature is rather limited, with respect to benefits realization competences, two
pieces of work were particularly influential in shaping our model: the ‘information
competences’ framework (Peppard et al, 2000; Peppard & Ward, 2004) helped in structuring
our framework, whilst the process model for benefits management (Peppard et al, 2007;
Ward et al, 1996; Ward & Daniel, 2006; Ward et al, 2007) influenced its content. Based upon
the literature review, four distinct competences were ultimately identified which should
enhance an organization’s ability to realize value from their IT investments, on a more
consistent basis:
1. Benefits Planning: Benefits don’t simply emerge, as if by magic, from the introduction

of a new technology. Their realization needs to be carefully planned and managed
(Lin & Pervan, 2003; Markus, 2004). We define the benefits planning competence as
'the ability to effectively identify and enumerate the planned outcomes of an IS
development project and explicitly stipulate the means by which they will be
achieved'. The benefits planning competence should be capable of being applied to
every individual IT project. When planning benefits it is important that a degree of
realism is applied: long-term value is far more likely to be realized in situations where
compromises are made, to ensure that the planned benefits are perceived to satisfy
both the organization and all its stakeholders (Jurison, 1996).
2. Benefits Delivery: As Strassman (1990; p 519) notes 'computers add value only if

surrounded by appropriate policy, strategy, methods for monitoring results, talented
and committed people, sound relationships and well designed information systems'.
Indeed, it can be argued that benefits primarily arise from the organizational change
that accompanies an IT implementation, rather than directly from the technology,
(Peppard & Ward, 2005; Hughes and Scott Morton, 2006). Consequently,

8

organizations will only be able to deliver value from their IT investments if they can
develop a benefits delivery competence, which we define as: 'the ability to design
and execute the programme of organizational change necessary to realize all of the
benefits specified in the benefits realization plan'. It is important to note that the
benefits delivery competence is not simply enacted at a single point in the
development life-cycle, but is applied from the point at which the benefits plan is
approved through to the system’s implementation beyond go-live: as the technical
solution gradually takes shape, so does the organizational re-design.
3. Benefits Review: The benefits from IT investments will only be realized if they are

‘measured and managed in a systematic way’ (Jurison, 1996; p. 272). Organizations
must, therefore, be able to effectively monitor and evaluate the results of their IT
projects, on an on-going basis (Tallon et al., 2000), to ensure that its ability to deliver
business value is incrementally improved (Remenyi & Sherwood-Smith, 1999).
Consequently, the benefits review competence can be defined as the 'the
organization’s ability to effectively assess the success of a project in terms of the
potential benefits, the delivered benefits, and the identification of the ways and
means by which further benefits might be realized. Benefits review is therefore
conceived as being an ideal opportunity for organizational learning (Ward & Daniel,
2006), to ensure that its capacity to successfully realize benefits from IT projects, can
over a period of time be enhanced.
4. Benefits Exploitation: Ward and Daniel (2006) argue that the quest to leverage

benefits from a piece of business software should not cease as soon as it has been
implemented. Indeed, it is often the case that the full potential of a particular
application does not become apparent until it is fully operational and the stakeholder
community has become experienced in its use (Eason 1988; Markus 2004). In this
respect, the ability to work with information is particularly crucial (Marchand et al,
2000; Davenport et al, 2001). It is therefore necessary for organizations to develop
and apply a benefits exploitation competence, which can be defined as ‘the adoption
of the portfolio of practices required to realize the potential benefits from information,
applications and IT services, over their operational life’. More specifically, to ensure
the long-term delivery of benefits it is necessary to conduct an on-going programme
of organizational change and software enhancements, both of which are determined
by, and directed through, the application of the benefits exploitation competence.

As can be seen for the schematic representation of the benefits realization capability
(presented in Figure 2), the relationship between the competences can unfold in a number of
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different ways. The first and most obvious route – as represented by the thicker, unbroken
arrows – moves seamlessly from benefits planning, through the benefits delivery phase to a
major review of benefits, and finally to on-going benefits exploitation, once the system is fully
operational. The second, and probably more realistic, approach adopts the same primary
relationship between competences, but views benefits review as an on-going activity: plans
are reviewed and adjusted, delivered benefits are reviewed and modified, and the on-going
exploitation also requires on-going review.
Insert Figure 2 ‘The Benefits Realization Capability Model’ about here.
The four competences were each decomposed into a number of distinct, yet complementary
practices, each of which was identified from the literature. Given the relative immaturity of
the IT benefits realization literature, it was necessary to conduct a broader review of the IS
literature, to identify potentially relevant benefits realization practices. In particular,
contributions from the socio-technical (e.g. Doherty & King, 2005; Clegg, 2000), IT-enabled
change (e.g. Markus, 2004; Markus and Benjamin, 1997; Hughes and Scott Morton, 2006)
and IT evaluation (e.g. Farbey et al, 1993; Remenyi & Sherwood-Smith, 1999) literatures
were found to be very useful, as they all have a strong focus on stakeholder involvement,
project outcomes and organizational change. These literatures presented insights into the
various approaches, techniques, or behaviours that might help to facilitate benefits
realization. However, none was explicitly positioned as a benefits realization practice.
Consequently, the literature was initially used to identify any activities that might support a
benefits realization initiative, which could be classed as ‘candidate’ practices. Each of these
was then critically reviewed, and if it conformed to our definition of a practice, it was used to
derive a benefits realization practice. These practices are listed and described in Table 1 columns one to five.

Insert Table 1 ‘A Framework of Benefits Realization Practices’ about here.

4

Research Approach for Empirical Data Collection

The research was designed as an exploratory study to provide new insights into benefits
realization from IT investments, from both theoretical and empirical perspectives, and in so
doing, to help set the direction for future research. To this end, a case study approach
(Silverman, 2000) was adopted, to ensure that the benefits realization capability could be
explored from a number of different organizational perspectives. More specifically, our aim
was to critically review the conduct of information systems development projects, in a
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sample of case organizations, to explore the extent to which the approaches and methods
they utilized mapped onto our framework of competences and practices. In so doing, we
anticipated extending our initial framework through the identification of new practices, as well
as exploring the extent to which existing practices were deployed.
As a whole, the research philosophy adopted for this study can best be described as
‘pluralist’, as it incorporated both interpretive and positivist elements, as recommended by
Lee (1991) and Mingers (2004). At first glance, it may appear reasonable to view an
approach based upon the derivation and empirical testing of a research model as being
wholly positivistic, in terms of its philosophical orientation. However, in executing the
empirical element we attempted to adopt more of an 'interpretive' style, as our overarching
aim was to gain 'knowledge of reality' through the study of social constructions, as
manifested in language and documents (Klein & Myers, 1999). In particular, when reviewing
the project documentation and the interview responses, we were very sensitive to the fact
that it was highly unlikely that our candidate practices would manifest themselves in a
consistent and clearly sign-posted manner. Moreover, we recognised that, based upon their
socially constructed manner, there were likely to be many additional benefits-oriented
practices that have not as yet been addressed in the literature.
Data Collection
Having established a framework of practices, linked to the four distinct competences for
benefits realization (see Table 1), it was important to establish a systematic and thorough
method for acquiring evidence, from a variety of recent IT development projects, relating to
the adoption and significance of each of these practices. It was, therefore, necessary to
identify a suitable sample of projects, and an appropriate mechanism for collecting data
relating to each project. Both the sample and the primary research data were located at the
same, rather innovative source, namely a large global IT consultancy’s knowledge-base.
This data source was chosen as it contains comprehensive knowledge and information
about the conduct and outcomes of a range of information systems’ development projects.
The knowledge base contains detailed records of the vast majority of the projects carried out
by the consultancy, and holds electronic copies of all critical project documentation, such as:
vision/scoping documents, project plans, risk assessments, functional designs and postimplementation reviews.

In selecting projects for inclusion in our study, the primary aim was to choose only those
projects that were judged successful, in order to have an opportunity to focus specifically on
benefits realization. Moreover, only projects that were highly ranked by the consultants were
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considered, based on their assessment of the value, completeness and reusability of the
project documentation. Ultimately, 25 projects were selected that provided a broad coverage
in terms of organizational types and industry sectors represented. A summarized description
of all 25 projects and their host organization are presented in Table 2.
Insert Table 2 about here.
To collect evidence from the knowledge base in a robust and consistent manner, a pro forma
data collection instrument was designed and tested. This aim of this instrument was to
ensure that we adopted a common approach in recording information. For each practice, the
following issues were addressed:
1.

Was there evidence that a specific benefits’ oriented practice was adopted? The
answer to this question was recorded as: ‘Yes’, ‘No’ or ‘Yes – but’1.

2.

If the researcher recorded an answer of ‘yes’, he was prompted to record the specific
evidence that could be presented, to substantiate this claim: evidence was typically
found in the form of a quote from a specific project document that gave credence to
the explicit adoption of that practice.

3.

If a verdict of ‘yes – but’ was recorded, the researcher was asked to record the
specific evidence that could be presented, to substantiate this claim, particularly
focussing upon the caveats with regard to how it was adopted.

4.

Even if the researcher found ‘no’ evidence that a specific practice was adopted, he
would still seek insights that might suggest why this practice was not adopted.

Although the pro forma was a fairly straightforward document, before it was used on all the
cases, it was tested by two different members of the team independently reviewing the same
five cases, to ensure there was a common understanding of its purpose and execution.
Once data collection was underway, it became clear that although the knowledge base was
a very rich source of project related information, in many cases it was difficult to determine
the extent to which an explicit benefits oriented approach had been adopted. Moreover, in
some cases it was difficult to discern whether a specific benefits related practice had
definitely not taken place, or whether it might have taken place, but no mention of it had
been recorded in the knowledge-bases. Consequently, a follow-up exercise was initiated to
provide richer insights into the adoption of benefits realization practices within each project.

1

In many cases there was evidence that a practice was adopted, but not exactly in the way described in table
1. For example, practices relating to risk assessment and user expectations’ analysis were often conducted,
but not with any clear or significant focus on benefits.
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To this end, the project managers for all 25 of the projects in the sample were contacted and
asked a series of questions with regard to the success and conduct of their projects, from a
benefits realization perspective. All project managers were asked to address the following
five issues:
1. Did the customer see your project as successful in IT terms (i.e. on time and budget
and delivering key functional requirements)?
2. Did the customer assess the project in terms of business benefits / value delivered?
3. If the delivered value of the project was assessed, how was it assessed?
4. Was the project successful in terms of business benefits / value delivered?
5. What roles / processes were instituted to manage the realization of benefits /
delivery of value (over and above those used to deliver the core technology
solution)?
Of the 25 project managers contacted, 18 replied, and of these 15 presented sufficiently
detailed responses, to include them in our analysis. The initial contacts and the replies were
handled via email, which proved to be a very rewarding medium, as it allowed the
respondents to provide measured responses, and it let the researchers pose follow-up
questions, in situations where clarification was needed.
Mode of Analysis
To help make sense of the data, key chunks of text from the documents from the knowledgebase and the email-based interview responses were highlighted, and annotated with ‘in-vivo’
codes - that is codes derived from phrases used repeatedly by informants (Strauss and
Corbin, 1990). Following the within case analysis of all the source documents, a variable
oriented cross-case analysis (Miles & Huberman, 1994) was conducted to identify key
themes and patterns across the sample. To ensure that a rich and valid interpretation of the
data was achieved, the within-case and cross-case analysis was not conducted in a single
iteration. Indeed, the researchers sought to ‘understand the whole’ by continually revising it
in ‘view of the reinterpretation of the parts’ (Myers, 1994; 56). Consequently, the researchers
continued to re-visit the documentary evidence and the interview responses to help integrate
the individual pieces of evidence into a coherent whole (Butler, 1998).

5

Research Findings

The framework of practices for benefits realization [see Table 1; columns 1-5) was used as
an explicit mechanism for exploring the extent to which each practice – identified from the
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literature – was being adopted in our sample of systems development projects. The results
of this exercise have also been summarized in Table 1 (column 6), and are reviewed more
fully in the following discussion. In carrying out the analysis we kept in mind that we would
expect different organizations to adapt practices based on their experience and culture. So
in identifying evidence of a practice we focused particularly on its intended outcome and did
not expect to find precisely the same form of the practice across the different organizations
in the sample. In the following discussion practices are referred to within square brackets as
follows: [establish benefits dependency network]. Illustrative quotes, taken directly from project
documents, are presented in italics, whilst the document in which the practice was cited, and
the case in which a particular practice was observed are highlighted as follows {Postimplementation review: P1}, where ‘P’ refers to project number. It is not the intention of this

review of the findings - which has been organized around the four high level competences
(see Figure 2) - to discuss in detail each and every practice, but rather to focus specifically
on the general trends emerging from the data.

Benefits Planning
As all IS projects should be primarily driven by the host organization’s strategic imperatives
(Earl, 1993), it was reassuring to find that one of the most commonly occurring benefits
planning practices was to review the project’s drivers [BP2: identify strategic drivers], to ensure
that the project would contribute positively to corporate strategy. However, there was a
tendency for these drivers to be expressed in very high level, and often vague, terms such
as:


‘to develop a platform upon which to build new and support existing revenue’ {Vision
& Scope: P2};



‘to be a showcase for the use of information technology in government bodies’
{Vision & Scope: P4};



‘to reduce time to market’ {Vision & Scope: P8};



‘to provide improved reporting to enhance strategic purchasing’ {Vision & Scope:
P17}.



‘to create a new and stable Internet portal which helps the end user to obtain
information quickly’ {Vision & Scope: P24};

Although this practice [BP2: identify strategic drivers] was widely adopted, it became apparent
that it was not being done rigorously. It was as if the project teams knew it was required but
did not have the knowledge or motivation required to enact the practice effectively. Although

14

the project aims were typically articulated in strategic terms, there was no explicit discussion
of how these strategic aims would be realized, nor any explicit links to corporate strategies to
provide evidence of alignment.

Having established the strategic drivers, most organizations had broken these down into a
number of lower level benefits [BP3: identify and define benefits]. For the most part these were
also fairly ill-defined, such as:


‘reduce the operational costs for maintaining the web-site’ {Vision & Scope: P8};



‘to provide searchable indexing for web-site’ {Vision & Scope: P20};



‘to make the work of representatives more effective’ {Vision & Scope: P21};



‘to provide users with easy-to-use online e-procurement for ordering office supplies’
{Vision & Scope: P24}.

In a small number of cases, there were examples of benefits that were articulated in a more
measurable, but not necessarily a business-oriented, form, such as: ‘generate 1 million
visitors per month’ {Vision & Scope: P14}. In another case {Vision & Scope: P17}, a portfolio of
distinct ‘business goals’ had been established, each of which was supported by a detailed
discussion of why it was important, but for the most part, these goals were expressed in
terms of the system’s functionality.

By and large, the need to articulate benefits, during a project’s planning phase, had been
recognized across projects, but all too often these benefits were either articulated in very
general business sense, or in terms of the system’s functionality and features or its intended
usage, rather than clearly measurable business terms. Moreover, there was absolutely no
evidence of organizations explicitly identifying owners for these benefits, to help facilitate
their ultimate realization. The difficulty of getting organizations to provide clear measures for
benefits was highlighted by a project manager {P21} who lamented: ‘At the start of the
project we asked about success criteria and how they (the customer) would measure return
on investment. All we could get out of them was that other players in the market already had
similar technologies, and they wanted to eliminate all paper from their sales cycle’.

Even where business benefits are clearly identified, this is not sufficient to facilitate their
realization, as the delivery of business value is dependent upon the redesign of business
processes, organizational structures and user working practices, as well as the provision of
new technical functionality. However, there was very little evidence from our study that any
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of the case organizations explicitly addressed these issues in the planning phase of their
projects. In a small number of cases there was a recognition that the realization of benefits
was predicated upon the changing of business processes. As one report noted: ‘one of the
biggest mistakes of this project would be to introduce new technologies without changing the
processes’ {Vision & Scope: P4}. However, there was no evidence of any attempts to explicitly
establish the relationship between the redesign of specific business processes with the
realization of benefits [BP4: establish benefit-process interactions]. The linking of the delivery of
business benefits to changes in stakeholder behavior was perhaps a little more positive
[BP5: establish stakeholder-benefit interactions]. Indeed, in one case an entire section of the
functional specification was devoted to detailing: ‘the types of people who would be affected
by the release, and the manner in which they will interact with the system’ {P14}. However, in
the vast majority of cases, these analyses focused on the manner in which stakeholders
would interact with the system, rather than explicitly detailing how their roles and
responsibilities should be modified to facilitate the realization of benefits.

Overall, from our data, the adoption of practices in support of benefits planning is very
limited and sporadic. All too often practices are ignored, or where they have been adopted,
typically have a focus on the delivery of features and technical functionality, rather than the
realization of benefits. For example, one particularly glaring hole in the case organizations’
adoption of practices, was the absence of any explicit attempt to formulate a benefits
realization plan [BP8: plan benefits realization]. Indeed, the main rationale for identifying
benefits, in the planning stages of our case organizations, was to facilitate the projects’
approval, rather than as a driver for how it is managed. Project teams still strongly prioritise,
and focus upon, planning for the delivery of an IS/IT solution, rather than engaging in any
systematic

attempt

to

understand

the

linkage

between

delivered

functionality,

complementary organizational change and the ultimate realization of business benefits. One
possible explanation for this technological orientation was offered by an interviewee {P6}
who noted: ‘too many techies were involved in the logical design – there should have been
more input from business analysts’. This view was supported by another project team,
where one of the key lessons learned was that: ‘to make a successful delivery we need to
emphasise the business-driven principle, for the requirements’ collection, analysis and
prioritization’ {post-implementation review; P14}.

Benefits Delivery
The empirical data provided little evidence that any of the practices related to the benefits
delivery competence, were being routinely or uniformly applied. For example, the majority of
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the projects adopted an ‘agile’ approach to IS development [BD1: adopt an adaptive project
lifecycle], such as that advocated by Boehm & Turner (2004), which might have been

expected to facilitate the phased delivery of benefits. However, in practice, it was focused
upon features and functions, rather than benefits: ‘the release of the solution will be divided
into multiple releases culminating in a fully functional, feature-rich solution’ {Vision & Scope:
P11}. With the adoption of agile and adaptive development approaches, comes the

opportunity to make trade-off decisions between different development alternatives, based
upon the strength of their relationship to benefits realization [BD5: make benefits-driven tradeoffs]. For example, in the case of a wide-ranging e-government project, an overriding aim

was to: ‘find quick win and win-win possibilities and see how the solution can be
implemented in the most efficient and quickest way’ {Vision & Scope - P4}. However, whilst
such approaches were the exception, rather than the rule, at least one other organization
realized their importance, albeit in retrospect; as one interviewee noted: ‘there should have
been more emphasis on the trade-off triangle’ {P6}.

One area where there was a little more evidence of practice adoption was with regard to the
appointment of a business manager to lead the business change and to facilitate
communication with the stakeholder communities [BD2: Actively lead the business change]. For
example, many case organizations appointed product managers or project sponsors, who
had a range of responsibilities, including: ‘making the final decisions regarding scope, cost
and project resources’ {Vision & Scope: P2}, or ‘defining project objectives and success
criteria to ensure that the project remains focussed on successfully fulfilling its defined vision’

{Vision & Scope: P20}. In another case, a ‘technology committee’ had been established, which
had responsibility for making: ‘business-based IT decisions’ {P6}. However, in some cases it
was evident that the act of appointing business owners or committees had not been
translated into any benefits-oriented activity, as was made clear in one post-implementation
review: ‘the product owner has not been involved in this project’ {P8}. Moreover, in many
organizations it was clear that the project sponsor had failed in one of their primary roles,
namely facilitating communication. As one interviewee {P6} noted: ‘communications did not
always filter down to the teams in a timely manner’.

All the projects reviewed followed a tried and tested model that proved to be very effective in
facilitating the timely delivery of IS/IT solutions, with a small team of fairly technicallyoriented staff. Unfortunately, there was virtually no evidence to suggest that the project
teams had actively engaged in the critical element of benefits realization, namely the
enactment of changes to the design of the host organization, nor the working practices of
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project stakeholders [BD6: implement business changes]. Indeed, a review of all the project
plans, confirmed that no time or resources had been explicitly reserved to enact a
programme of organizational change, either before of after systems’ implementation. This
view was supported by the largely negative responses from project managers when
questioned about the roles and processes they had in place to manage the delivery of value.
Typical responses included: ‘from a business point of view, I don’t know {P13}’; ‘there was no
formal role to manage value delivery’ {P21}, ‘honestly very few’’ {P24}; and ‘not many’ {P25}.

Although evidence for the adoption of a wide range of benefits delivery practices, from the
framework, was very sparse, there was one important area in which a new candidate
practice emerged, namely, the ‘facilitation of knowledge transfer’. Having identified the
planned benefits one organization {P8} recognised the need to stimulate knowledge sharing
throughout the project, in support of benefits delivery. More specifically, this organization
introduced: ‘Regularly scheduled, informal briefing sessions, to allow interaction of project
personnel and serve as a communication technique for members of the project teams, to
provide an effective method of knowledge transfer between individuals and projects’ {Vision &
Scope: P8}.

Benefits Review
From our review of the literature, it was relatively easy to establish a strong case for
organizations to develop a competence in benefits review, but there was very little evidence
that any specific practices in support of this were being adopted in any of our case studies.
In particular, it was rather disappointing that little evidence could be found to suggest that
case organizations were either identifying a set of criteria upon which the success of their
projects could be judged [BR1: establish evaluation criteria] or formally reviewing the benefits
realized from their IT investments [BR2: benefits-driven project appraisal]. In most cases the
project managers had a clear view as to whether, and which ways, the project delivered
value, but admitted that no concrete evidence had been collected to support these
perceptions. Typical responses included: ‘no hard value numbers were collected’ {P3}; ‘it
was successful, but I don’t think they tried to quantify it’ {P6}; and ‘there was no assessment
in terms of business impact’ {P26}. By contrast, in a small number of the cases, specific
benefit measures had been collated, using measures such as: ‘reduction in unhappy calls to
their call centre’ {P5} or ‘reductions in the time it took for suppliers to receive feedback on
their product sales’ {P25}. However, these tended to be very targeted assessments of one or
two key benefits, rather than systematic and comprehensive reviews of all benefits. In only
one case had a project team attempted to establish a clear link between the original project
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goals, and the extent to which each had been successfully achieved {post-implementation
review, P8}.

It was also interesting to note that whilst all 25 of the projects were considered to be
technically successfully, they were not always viewed as being successful in terms of
benefits realized or value delivered. In one notable case {P14} a web-site for on-line sales
was delivered to a client on-time, to budget and to specification. However, within a year the
web-site had been withdrawn as it was failing to attract customers, and deliver any
meaningful benefits. As the Project Manager {P14} noted: ‘during the dot.com frenzy, value
metrics were often overlooked’. This finding is important as it underlines the point that the
successful delivery of an effective IT solution does not guarantee that the resultant system
will deliver meaningful business benefits.

Although limited evidence of benefits review practices could be found, there was some
recognition that this was a major deficiency, and therefore something that should be
changed in future projects. For example one team highlighted the need for: ‘better tracking of
the complete investment and projected return, in terms of product sales, increased customer
satisfaction, service and support’ {post-implementation review – P8}. In a similar vein, a project
manager {P24} noted: ‘Return on Investment (ROI) is used to justify projects, but during
execution we loose focus on value, and monitoring value’. If nothing else, this provides some
evidence that organizations were reflecting upon the how the performance of the projects
could be improved [BR4: conduct review of lessons learned]. Overall, however, the general
situation was that projects ended at or very soon after the 'go-live' date for the new software,
with project success judged by the on-time, on-budget delivery of a technology solution,
rather than through the realization of the benefits.
Benefits Exploitation
Because project teams tended to be disbanded very soon after the go-live date, there was
very little evidence to suggest that on-going benefits exploitation was explicitly practiced in
any of the case organizations. However, in two cases managers were appointed to have
responsibility for the long-term management and performance of the operational software
[BE1: ensure on-going ownership of benefits]. For example one project manager {P6} noted that
‘after a long battle, we managed to get them to name a person with responsibility for running
the complete system – software, people and processes’. In a similar vein, another
organization had explicitly planned to appoint a manager whose responsibilities would
include: ‘process improvement’ and ‘relationships with top managers in various business
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units and with stakeholders’ {project plan: P15}. Whilst in neither case were these individuals
explicitly tasked with benefits exploitation, their focus upon the on-going management of
people and processes, as well as technology, put them in an ideal position, to do so.

6

Discussion

An urgent problem facing both the IS academic and the IT practitioner communities is how
the billions of dollars that organizations collectively invest in information technologies can be
more effectively and consistently translated into meaningful business benefits. There is
growing recognition that the adoption of more explicit and proactive approaches to realizing
any expected benefits might be one effective way of facing this challenge (Ward & Elvin,
1999; Lin & Pervan; 2003; Ward & Daniels, 2006). However, the literature in this area is
relatively immature, and there have been few studies that explicitly address the practice of
benefits realization from IT investments. We lack well defined methods, techniques and tools
for benefits realization. Benefits realization should be conceived of as an enterprise-wide
capability, which is then operationalized through an integrated framework of competences
and ‘socially defined practices’ (Wenger et al, 2002). Although the explicit literature on
benefits realization is fairly thin, our study shows that there is much relevant knowledge,
embedded within the wider information systems literature, which can be used to derive a
benefits realization framework.

By using a conceptual framework as the lens for exploring the extent to which a sample of
organizations are already adopting benefits realization practices, our analysis of these cases
shows that there is a very substantial gap between what we know from the literature about
the impact of adopting a strong benefits focus (Ward et al, 1996), when managing
information systems projects, and what happens in practice. Indeed, the vast majority of the
projects investigated for this study, focused on the design and delivery of an IS/IT (technical)
solution with only a very limited focus on the wider issues of work redesign, process reengineering, organizational change management and benefits realization. We found no
evidence – across the cases - of the adoption of a well integrated portfolio of benefits
realization practices, which could be seen to demonstrate a ‘benefits realization capability’.
Moreover, although we discovered many individual instances of specific practices being
adopted, overall, these practices were not in widespread use, either within or across
organizations.

Despite this rather sporadic adoption of benefits realization practices, it was possible to
discern a number of important patterns, across the case organizations. For example, it was
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evident that the focus upon business benefits was most acute at the project’s outset: most
organization’s attempted to identify the strategic drivers for their projects, and then establish
the benefits that were sought. However, the rationale for adopting these practices owed
more to getting the project authorised and funding approved than it did to acting as a point of
departure for the proactive management of benefits. Consequently, following their initial
identification, business benefits tended to disappear from the project teams’ agendas until
the software was implemented, at which point the benefits might possibly be evaluated, but
rarely in a comprehensive or systematic fashion. The only other significant juncture at which
business benefits were explicitly considered was during the post-implementation review, at
which stage a number of project teams made clear recommendations that more specific
benefits-related practices should be adopted in future projects.

Given that we found very little evidence to suggest that benefits-oriented practices are being
adopted in any comprehensive or systematic way, it is important to question why this
situation might have arisen. There are at least three plausible explanations to this question.
Firstly, as information systems development projects are enacted by a wide variety of human
actors interacting in a multitude of ways with a complex technical artefact (De Sanctis &
Poole, 1994; Rose & Jones, 2005), there is a high probability that their outcomes and
impacts will be exceptionally difficult to predict in advance: there are always likely to be
planned outcomes that are not realized (Clegg et al, 1997), as well as a wide variety of
unintended consequences (McAulay, 2007; Schultze & Orlikowski, 2004). Consequently, it
can be argued that organizations would be wasting their money in trying to proactively
manage benefits. An alternative, or perhaps complementary, explanation might be found in
the composition of the sample. It can be argued that consultancy organizations would be
very focused on discussing benefits with their clients at the outset of a project, but would
then want to be left alone to get on with what they perceive to be the job: delivering a
technical solution on time and to budget. Under this scenario, the consultancy would see its
job as delivering a solution that has the potential to deliver benefits, but responsibility for
managing the conversion of potential into realized value (Davern & Kauffman, 2000) would
lie with the client organization, and how they adapt and appropriate their delivered system.
However, it is highly unlikely that benefits will ultimately be delivered if the client has not
been actively involved in the identification and realization of benefits during the application
development phase. The third and perhaps most positive interpretation of our findings, is
that organizational development teams have limited awareness of the importance of
proactively managing benefits, or the availability of benefits-oriented approaches. If this final
interpretation should prove to be at least a partial explanation to this apparent lack of interest
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in managing benefits, then hopefully this paper should make a useful contribution in this
respect.

Our findings arose because we adopted a practice lens for studying information systems’
projects, rather than opting for the more common, and rather discredited, focus upon
development methodologies (Nandhakumar and Avison, 1999). Practices relate to how
people actually work and may provide an effective way to share knowledge and enable
organizations to establish the competences required to realize the potential benefits of IS/IT.
We have found the concept of a ‘practice’ a useful way to compare how people actually
approach realizing benefits from investments in IS/IT, across a wide range of organizations.
However, it would be naïve to suggest that the framework of practices could be applied, in
an undifferentiated form, in all situations and circumstances. Practices are socially
constructed ways of working (Newell et al, 2004), and groups of stakeholders, operating in a
particular organizational context, will need to adopt and adapt them to suit their
requirements.
Although we have sought to adopt systematic and rigorous research approaches, there is
only so much ground that a single study can cover. Consequently, there are important
opportunities for follow-up studies, which are explicitly designed to build upon and extend
our reported findings. In so doing, a more complete picture of the practices and
competences required to realize benefits from IS/IT should start to emerge. For example,
because we focussed primarily on the review of project documentation, it may well be that
additional practices become evident through studies based upon observation and more
comprehensive interviews. The focus on projects undertaken by a single consultancy might
have also helped to shape our findings, so follow-up studies that target a variety of different
organizational contexts will also be important. Of particular interest, will be detailed casebased studies in organizations that have already accepted the need for a strong benefits’
orientation, so that their adoption of socially-constructed practices can be explored at close
quarters.

6

Lessons Learned

From the study’s findings, it is possible to distil a number of important lessons that have
implications for managers both within, and outside, the IT organization. For those managers
who find the arguments for adopting a more explicit benefits realization approach
compelling, our framework of competences and practices (see Table 1), provides some very
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interesting insights into how such a programme might be organized and managed. However,
it is important to provide some qualifications on how this framework might best be utilised, as
we don’t want it to become simply another ‘necessary fiction’ (Nandhakumar and Avison,
1999), with respect to the management of IT projects. In particular, the empirical study has
demonstrated that different organizations have enacted a common practice in their own
distinct ways. Moreover, it is unlikely that every identified practice will be needed in all
circumstances. Consequently, we would suggest that the framework of practices should be
viewed as a reference guide and point of departure for organizations to develop their own
benefits realization capability, which is tailored to their own ways of working and specific
organizational requirements. Other important lessons include:


Focus on the benefits, not the technology: For the IT manager the key message
must be that the delivery of a successful technical solution may be a necessary, but
certainly not a sufficient, condition for the realization of a range of significant
business benefits. Consequently, the outcomes of future information systems
projects must be defined in terms of specific benefits to be realized, rather than the
functionality of the technology that is to be delivered.



Effective benefits realization an requires on-going commitment: Having
identified the benefits to be delivered, project managers will need to initiate a
proactive and on-going benefits realization programme, that ensures that benefits
remain the primary focal point for all decisions with regard to the development of the
information system.



Benefits realization is a shared responsibility: Because of its strong focus on
corporate strategies and organizational change, benefits realization is not an
undertaking that can be solely accomplished by IT professionals. Indeed, the primary
responsibility for benefits realization should probably reside with managers from the
host department, team or business unit that will ultimately own the system. However,
IT professional will need to work in close collaboration with business stakeholders to
ensure that the resultant system’s functionality and performance is well aligned with
the users’ needs.



The management of consultancy projects: At a time when the proportion of IT
projects being outsourced to consultancies is high and rising (Sauer & Cuthbertson,
2003), there is a need for the customer to be prepared to take on responsibility for
the benefits realization activity, as the consultancy may not see this as being within
their terms of reference.
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Because of the novelty of this research, both in terms of its focus and approach, it has also
been possible to identify a number of important implications for the researcher. In particular,
the framework of benefits realization competences and practices provides an important set
of new constructs that can be further explored and validated through future studies.
Moreover, the adoption of an innovative source of research data – namely the consultancy
knowledge-base – might also be an approach that other academics, working in this domain,
might care to adopt.

7

Conclusions

The cost of failed IS/IT projects, in the UK alone, is many billions of pounds annually (British
Computer Society, 2004). The cost of missed opportunities is probably a great deal more.
Consequently, in seeking to explore how more systems development projects might result in
the delivery of benefits, rather than end in failure, this study has tackled a major issue. The
research has resulted in the development of conceptual model of a benefits realisation
capability, enacted through competences and underpinned by practices that explicitly
support the effective management of benefits. As a practice has been defined in terms of
‘socially defined ways of doing things in an organization’, this stakeholder-oriented model
provides a novel alternative to the more common ways of viewing systems development
projects, in terms of formal tools, techniques and methods. Unfortunately, the empirical
element of the study suggests that very few of these benefits-oriented practices have been
adopted in development projects, largely because IT professional still tend to focus primarily
on the delivery of a technical solution, on time, on budget and to specification.
Despite the absence of any clear evidence that it is already being utilised, there are strong
grounds to believe that organizations should be looking to establish a benefits realisation
capability, rather than continuing to pin their hopes solely on the use of traditional systems
development methodologies. It has long been recognised that the real benefits of information
systems are typically realized once users begin to appropriate the technology and adapt it to
their own requirements and working contexts (Boiney, 1998; Majchrzak et al, 2000).
Moreover, IT should not be viewed and managed as an island, but rather seen as an integral
part of organizational life. Consequently, the establishment of an enterprise-wide, benefits
realisation capability, based upon socially constructed ways of working, may have an
important role to play in organizations wanting to rise to the challenge of generating value
from their IT investments.
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Figure 1: The Relationship between Capabilities, Competences and Practices
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Table 1: A Framework of Benefits Realization Practices
Code*

Practice

Description

Output

Literature

Incidence

BP1

Identify
strategic
drivers

‘Top down’ activity to clarify the
strategic / business drivers for the
project and its contribution to the
achievement of business strategy.

Strategic drivers
analysis

Ward & Elvin,
1999

Moderate - Many projects used the
language of driver analysis – but often
at a high level and with a technical
focus.

Analyse
stakeholder
expectations

Conduct a structured, ‘bottom up’
analysis of the stakeholders stakeholders’ requirements, in terms of
delivered benefits.

Analysis of
expectations by
stakeholder

Edwards &
Peppard, 1997

Identify and
define
benefits

Review of strategic drivers and the
stakeholder requirements, to identify /
agree the target benefits.

Benefits analysis
including: agreed
measures, targets
and benefit owners

Peppard &
Ward, 2005
Peppard et al.,
2007

Moderate. Most organizations
articulated the expected benefits, but
often in very vague, or technically
oriented, terms. Few projects
established measurable targets, and in
no cases were benefit owners
established.

Establish
benefit /
process
interactions

Relate the benefits to business
processes to identify where changes
will take place and help identify
relevant measures. Assess the
variability and uncertainty in the
process and consider the implications
for benefits realization.

Process / benefit
map

Peppard et al,
2007

Very low. Some projects gave limited
consideration to localised processes.

BP2

BP3

BP4

Ward & Daniel,
2006

Neely et al.,
2002

Bohn, 1994
Brooke, 2000
Ward & Daniel,
2006
Bashein et al.,
1994

None – Users were sometimes involved
with projects, but there was no evidence
that this activity had a benefits’ focus.

Code*

Practice

Description

Output

Literature

Incidence

BP5

Establish
benefit /
stakeholder
interactions

Identify stakeholder groups affected
by the technology, and changes
required to realize the benefits.
Identify business change issues and
actions required including
communication and engagement with
the stakeholders, and the redesign of
job specifications.

Stakeholder impact
assessment

Eason, 1988

Doolin, 2004

Low. Several projects identified different
stakeholders and particularly different
groups of users. The analysis was not
followed through to addressing business
change issues related to each
stakeholder (group) or to ensure the
participation of the groups.

Establish
organization/
benefits
interactions

Explore the interaction between the
benefits and a full range of
perspectives on the organization.

Organizational
impact assessment

Doherty & King,
2001

Very low. Not tackled in a structured
way.

Establish
technology/
benefits
interactions

Establish a design for an IS solution
that takes account of the capabilities
of the technology.

Conceptual
architecture
overview

Eason, 1988

Plan benefits
realization

Develop an overall plan to show the
business case (what the benefits are)
and how they are going to be
realized. The plan relates to the type
of project and ensures the delivery of
benefits is phased as relevant and
that there is appropriate consideration
of organizational factors.

Benefits realization
plan: defines the
benefits and the
actions required to
realize them

Ward et al.,
1996

BP6

BP7

BP8

Joshi, 1991
Benjamin &
Levinson, 1993

Peppard et al,
2007

Peppard et al.,
2007

Clegg et al.,
1997

Very low. But many projects took
advantage of the technology capabilities
– this was typically requirement rather
than benefit driven.
Very low. However, one project to set
up a new business operation involved a
solution based on establishing a range
of business competences. In this
scenario the plan was equivalent to a
benefits realization plan.
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Code*

Practice

Description

Output

Literature

Incidence

BP9

Design a
framework for
business
change
governance

Design a governance framework
addressing the business change
project, including the enabling IS/IT
activities. Agree how to bring together
the sponsor, benefits owners, project
manager and other stakeholders
through appropriate meetings,
workshops and other forms of
communication.

Governance
framework

Clegg et al.,
1997

Very low. Projects had a business
sponsor but this was not an active role
and there was limited involvement of
other project stakeholders in project
governance. As a result the actual focus
was largely on technical change.

Benefits
driven risk
assessment

Take a pro-active approach to risk
that focuses on business change and
benefits realization.

Risk assessment
and action plan

Gibson, 2003

Establish an
adaptive
project
lifecycle

Establish a project lifecycle enabling
change during the project in response
to learning / uncertainty - based on
iterative, incremental delivery and a
small number of major phases
controlled by phase end milestone
reviews. The adaptive lifecycle
continues into benefits ramp up and
evolution deployment.

Project approach –
including definition
of phases,
deliverables and
milestones

Eason (1988
page 48)

Actively lead
the business
change

Design, build and lead the project
team and governance framework with
a focus on realizing benefits. In
particular, address responsibility for
benefits for the organization / sponsor,
benefits for the end user and the
effectiveness of the team.

Role descriptions

Ward & Daniel,
2006

Ensure there is communication and
involvement with all stakeholders
(based on the stakeholder analysis) to
gain insight, ownership and support for
changes.

Participation and
communication plan

BP10

BD1

BD2

BD3

Ensure
continuing
active
involvement of
stakeholders

Avgerou, 2001

Also found in
PRINCE2

Boehm &
Turner, 2004

Markus, 2004

Low. Generally focused on solution
delivery.

Very low. Many projects took this
approach but the focus seen was on
solution delivery.

Low. Several examples involving the
development of new products / services
for consumers had active leadership
from Marketing (a Product Manager).

Serafeimidis &
Smithson, 2000
Eason, 1988

None

Clegg et al,
1997
Benjamin &
Levinson, 1993

34

Code*

Practice

Description

Output

Literature

Incidence

BD4

Specify
changes to
work and
organizational
design

The project focuses on the design and
delivery of a business solution. This
will typically require consideration of:
business processes, working
practices, structures, roles,
management framework, performance
measures, and culture.

Business solution
design

Eason, 1988

None

BD5

Make benefits
driven tradeoffs

Trade-off decisions (features, cost,
and schedule) are driven from a
benefits perspective.

Change log /
decision log

Boehm &
Turner, 2004

Very low. All the projects adopted a
clear strategy for trade-off decisions but
with no explicit focus on benefits
impossible for most projects. A small
number did identify the need for a
benefits focus.

BD6

Ensure
benefits driven
risk
management

Take a pro-active approach to risk that
focuses on business change and
benefits realization.

Updated risk
assessment and
action plan

Ward & Elvin,
1999

As above

BD7

Implement
organizational
changes

Implement new and revised business
processes, working practices,
structures, roles, management
framework, and performance
measures. Take action as required to
encourage cultural changes.

Changed
organization – this
activity needs to be
monitored to ensure
that planned
changes are
actioned

Eason, 1988

Very low

Benefits driven
training and
education

Ensure education and training are
focused on the realization of benefits.

BD8

Clegg et al,
1997

Clegg et al,
1997

Eason, 1988

None

Clegg et al.,
1997
Marchand et al.,
2000
Davenport et al.,
2001
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Code*

Practice

Description

Output

Literature

Incidence

BR1

Establish
portfolio based
evaluation
criteria

Establish project evaluation criteria
related to the application portfolio – i.e.
using either different criteria for
different areas of the portfolio or using
a basket of measures and changing
the weighting.

Evaluation
framework and
criteria

Ward &
Peppard, 2002

None

Benefits-driven
project
appraisal

Use agreed evaluation criteria to
undertake a systematic assessment of
benefits.

Benefits assessment
report

Ward &
Peppard, 2002

BR2

Farbey et al.,
1999

Farbey et al.,
1999

Low – There is some evidence of
benefits being evaluated, but not in a
comprehensive and systematic manner.

Gwillim et al.,
2005
BR3

BR4

BR5

Identify actions
to realize
further benefits

Where planned benefits have not been
achieved, or opportunities for new
benefits have been identified, a
benefits’ action plan needs to be
established.

Benefits action plan

Ward &
Peppard, 2002

Facilitate
lessons
learned
reviews

Carry out lessons learned reviews at
key stages in the project and on
project completion.

Lessons learned
report and action
plan

Tippins & Sohi.,
2003

Complete
architectural
roadmap
review

Carry out a review on completion of a
project / to consider the contribution to
the overall IS/IT architecture. Also
consider the strategic alignment of a
programme and implications for future
projects / releases.

Updated
architecture
roadmap

Earl & Khan,
2001

None

Farbey et al.,
1999
Moderate. Carried out as part of a post
implementation review.

Included in
PRINCE2
None
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Code*

Practice

Description

Output

Literature

Incidence

BE1

Ensure
ownership of
continued
benefits
exploitation

Establish a clear business role for
ongoing ownership of realizing
benefits.

Agreed / active
benefits owner

Ward &
Peppard, 2002

Very low. One organization saw the
output from a project as a number of
services and established owners for
ensuring use and realization of value
from these services.

Weill &
Woodham, 2003
Goh &
Kauffman, 2005

BE2

Maintain
benefits driven
training

Training is focused around benefits
realization and establishing new ways
of working.

BE3

Evolve
Continue to evolve working practices
working
post deployment to realize further
practices
benefits.
Key to Practice ‘Code:
BP: Benefits Planning Practices
BE: Benefits Exploitation Practices
Key to ‘Incidence’ of practices:
Very Low: found only in 1-3 cases
Moderate: found in 10-15 cases

Up to date training /
education resources

Clegg et al.,
1997

None

Brown &
Duguid, 2000
(Chapter 4)

Very low. A small number of projects
identified the need for ongoing, gradual
learning and change.

Ongoing training
plan and provision
Revised working
practices

BD: Benefits Delivery Practices;
BR: Benefits Review Practices

Low: found in up to 10 cases
High: found in more than 15 cases
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Table 2: Summary of reviewed projects.
Case

Type of Organization

Project

1

Logistics

Providing up to date information on the status / location of packages to customers

2

Media

Web publishing and news solution

3

Oil

Upgrade desktop and communications infrastructure

4

Government

Portal site for access to government services

5

Retail

Ecommerce solution

6

Financial services

Customer sales and service solution

7

Manufacturer

Communications (email etc) infrastructure upgrade

8

Manufacturer

Content management system across information and ecommerce web sites

9

Leisure

Communications infrastructure consolidation and upgrade

10

Food manufacturer

Web site migration to new technology including workflow and content management

11

Oil

Development of POS system for retail stores

12

Government

Transaction portal providing services to business and citizens

13

Financial services

Provide access to customer on the status of a mortgage application

14

Retail

Ecommerce site

15

Manufacturer

Enterprise architecture and new centralised infrastructure including directory
services

16

Telecommunications

Unified directory service to link employee information

17

Recruitment / HR

Employee purchasing system

18

Armed forces

Internal collaboration and communication

19

Government

Integrate criminal justice systems

20

Government

Web portal to manage / publish educational materials to schools

21

Beverages

Sales force automation
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Case

Type of Organization

Project

22

IT services

Knowledge management solution

23

Retailer

Ecommerce solution

24

Government

Speech enabled access to web portal to provide access to education information
and services

25

Leisure

Provide access to sales information to vendors / partners
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