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Project Failure is an all too common phenomenon
We look at some of the reasons why.

Projects are about People
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The problems had little to do with technology and everything to do
with lack of sound project management particularly in the area of
communication.

Using the Lessons Learned
The fundamentals of project management apply to any scale of
project and they are ignored at your peril. JISC infoNet resources
can help you to get the most out of your project.
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Why Projects Fail
The Passport Office
In the summer of 1999 the failure of the Passport Office’s new IT system caused huge delays
in the issue of passports, several hundred people were unable to travel, and phone lines were
continually congested.

What went wrong?
A report on the problem blamed over-optimistic planning of the implementation of the new
system. The cost of producing a passport also rose. A risk had been taken by introducing the
new system in 2 of the 6 passport offices before it was properly tested.
The report into the failure highlighted:
•

failure to assess the time needed by staff to become familiar with new manual and
computerised systems

•

unrealistic risk assessment and insufficient contingency planning

•

a failure to communicate effectively with the public at a personal level, by phone and
through the media

What were the lessons learned?
A number of the lessons indicate that closer attention to project management techniques
could have mitigated the failures.
In particular, the main lessons were:
•

new systems must be thoroughly tested

•

staff must be fully trained and adequate time allowed to learn new processes

•

realistic contingency plans are required should the project fail to deliver on time

•

the customers, or end users, of the system – in this case the general public, must be
kept well informed
A major lesson from this failure appears to be the need for contingency planning. The
project took some high risk decisions without having fall-back plans. The Passport
Office had not predicted the surge in applications and enquiries and had no means of
handling them.

From National Audit Office summary at http://www.nao.gov.uk/pn/9899812.htm
Full report at http://www.nao.gov.uk/publications/nao_reports/9899812.pdf
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Disclaimer
Copyright © Northumbria University 2003.
The statements made and views expressed in publications are those of the authors and do not represent in any way
the views of the Service.
The JISC infoNet Service offers general guidance only on issues relevant to the planning and implementation of
information systems. Such guidance does not constitute definitive or legal advice and should not be regarded as a
substitute therefor. The JISC infoNet Service does not accept any liability for any loss suffered by persons who
consult the Service whether or not such loss is suffered directly or indirectly as a result of reliance placed on
guidance given by the Service.
The reader is reminded that changes may have taken place since issue, particularly in rapidly changing areas such
as internet addressing, and consequently URLs and e-mail addresses should be used with caution.
No part of this document may be reproduced or distributed in any form except by bona fide public sector education
establishments or in accordance with the provisions of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 and any
amending legislation. All reproductions require an acknowledgement of the source and the author of the work.
Parties outside the education sector should contact JISC infoNet regarding use of these materials.
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