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Introduction

This briefing is for anyone who needs to implement a 
computer system that has been bought to do a particular 
job. For example, this could be helping to manage 
your roads, your housing stock, or your website.

You might be an IT professional who might not 
understand the business that the system is going 
to support. You might be starting with or without 
extensive implementation experience.

Alternatively, perhaps you’re a professional who 
understands the operational need, but not the 
technology. Maybe you’re a service manager who has 
been asked to oversee implementation. Or you could be 
a senior manager who has seen the perfect system at a 
conference but is unsure how to action the process. 

Whoever you are, once you’ve bought a system, 
you’ll have plenty of questions. You’ll probably be 
asking yourself what you want the system to do, what 
users expect it to do and how much of a change its 
going to make. It’s also necessary to consider how 
that change will be received by the organisation.

The aim of this briefing is to answer these questions, 
providing you with the information and knowledge 
to move onto the next stage of our series.
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Before you start: 
project methodology

Adopting a project management methodology is a 
crucial first step. But which approach is best for you? 

Prince2 (http://bit.ly/38UV0p1) has long been espoused 
as safe and thorough, but it’s also been criticised. 
Often described as too bureaucratic and long-winded, 
it has been described as unresponsive to change.

Agile has its critics too. The pressure to deliver results 
quickly can lead to errors in vital systems. More 
pragmatic adoption can offer the best of both worlds 
by utilising the iterative nature of Agile alongside a 
cut-down version of Prince2: http://bit.ly/2EraN0X

As a result, Agile (http://bit.ly/2r3xMvQ) has gained 
ground. Originally conceived for software development, 
Agile is iterative, with a focus on a cycle of collaboration, 
speed, user experience and user feedback.

Example of Agile style development: 
http://bit.ly/2MaqGgy

Getting started: 
key personnel 

When you’ve adopted your project management 
methodology, you’ll need to establish what jobs 
there are to do and who needs to complete them. 
There are several indispensable professional roles 
to be fulfilled during the implementation process. 
These professionals won’t be confined to the ICT 
department. They’ll work across the organisation 
and you’ll need to make a compelling case to 
get them onboard and keep them engaged.

Let’s start with the most important job, that of 
project manager. It might be you, or you might 
be selecting one. But it’s essential that your 
project manager is well organised and capable of 
communicating with others and inspiring them. 
Similar experience is also highly desirable as is the 
self-motivation to get things done proactively.

A talented and innovative business analyst will 
also prove invaluable. They’ll use their insight, 
talent and communication skills to discover how 
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Implementation approach: 
effective governance

Project implementation (or project execution) 
is where visions and plans become reality. 
After evaluating, deciding, visioning, planning, 
applying for funds and finding the financial 
resources, it’s time to put the plan into action.

To do this with minimal disruption, you’ll 
need a board who are highly skilled and who 
support you. Effective governance is vital. 

You’ll need to establish an effective governance 
operating model that can enhance management’s 
ability to implement governance and the 
board’s ability to exercise proper oversight.

As part of this model, the board chair is ideally 
your future system owner. Of everyone, the 
system matters most to them and they have the 
authority to take decisions. Because of this, a 
head of service would make the ideal chair.

The board should have key stakeholders on it. 
These should be senior managers whose staff are 
going to be using the system every day. Most senior 
managers are not technical experts. Instead, they 
are good social workers, highway engineers, heads 
of services etc. In order to establish an effective 
governance model, your project manager must 
make the implementation process comprehensible 
and interesting enough for them to participate 
and understand the decisions they are making.   

Engagement and change: 
effective management

Change is inevitable but not always popular. When 
initiating any change within an organisation a degree 
of resistance is inevitable. How you manage the 

particular processes work in the real world. They’ll 
also explore areas where technology isn’t working 
effectively and how to remedy this in response.     

You’ll also need someone who understands how 
people and organisations respond to change and 
can help both them and you through that change. 
This is what a competent change manager does, 
and they’ll be an asset to your team. A developer 
with the skills to build or tweak your systems and 
join it up with other systems will also be key.

Wider engagement: 
people, not processes

As expressed previously, no matter how dynamic 
your core team is, you’ll need a wider pool of people 
to ensure a successful implementation. You’ll need to 
identify and inspire these people before the process 
begins. Otherwise, the risk of failure is too great.

For example, your project manager will be very 
busy. They’ll need support to organise meetings, 
take minutes, chase highlight reports and a host 
of myriad other tasks. This is a vital role. Don’t 
forget to include this function in your team.

Other important functions include at least one 
subject matter expert, preferably someone from 
the user community who can represent them and 
act as a reality check. Testing your system before 
go-live is also essential. Make sure you have people 
who can act as testers for your new system and 
all the processes on it before the critical day.

You’ll also need to engage communications 
and public relations professionals – people 
who understand how to communicate with 
all stakeholders throughout the process
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technologies and tools

• Employees aren’t prepared to be successful in the new
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resistance e�ectively
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equipping people with a common language for change. It

enables leaders to plan and guide change activities, and it

helps individuals within your organization see themselves as

part of the solution.
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change is crucial to the success of your new system 
implementation and you need to invest in the people 
expected to adopt the new way of working it brings. 

Change management is a structured approach to 
implementing new processes within an organisation. 
Its objective is to prepare and guide employees to 
successfully adopt new processes or technology, 
seeking to drive successful outcomes as individuals 
adapt to a transitioning work environment.

Examples include Lewin’s 3 step model 
(http://bit.ly/2Z16Id7) and the more recently 
developed Prosci ADKAR method (http://bit.ly/2M7fyRs). 

Organisational change management should be 
considered as complementary to project management. 
While project management ensures the design, 
development and delivery of the project’s purpose, 
change management guarantees the project’s 
solution is effectively accepted and used. You might 
have to get permission from a change advisory 
board to go live. Its members will want to know that 
people are ready and able to use the new system.

At the heart of successful change management is an 
understanding of how change affects people. Your 
plan must utilise that empathy and understanding.

What happens 
to people when 
presented with 
change?

There are four core stages:

Planning ahead: 
safeguarding actions

Once you’ve put in all the steps outlined previously, 
you’ll be fully equipped to make a comprehensive and 
detailed implementation plan. Doubtless, your supplier 
will have one they made earlier and will have showed 
this to you. Despite their experience, do not rely on 
this alone. Make your own plan that takes account of 
what the supplier advises but is bespoke to you. 

3. Acceptance

2. Resistance 

4. Engagement

1. Denial 
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Systems implementations are notoriously difficult to plan 
accurately. Use the supplier’s plan as a starting point and 
then add what is likely to be needed, who is going to do 
it and how long it will take. If your estimated go live date 
is unacceptable, look at how you might accelerate the 
process by moving resource to address blockages, doing 
things in parallel and/or reducing the requirements.

Remember your plan is an estimate. A collective 
view is likely to be more effective than an individual 
one and you’ll need to collaborate with others to 
cover all the areas needing attention to detail.

Keeping track: 
measuring progress

At each stage of the implementation journey, you need 
to know where you are in relation to the plan. You also 
need to be transparent with your stakeholders about 
your progress. Creating a highlight report is one popular 
method of accountability to the board. It should say what 
you planned to do, whether you did it and if not, why not. 

Every project has its problems. How prepared you are 
for these can make the difference between success and 
failure. There are lots of templates available to help you 
keep track of what went wrong, what might go wrong 
and what you might do differently. For example, a useful 
approach is a pre-mort, a kind of hypothetical post-
mortem where stakeholders imagine looking back at 
the project after it has failed. (http://bit.ly/38PUZ5Q)  

Set up a ‘lessons learned log’ and as you go along, 
make a note of how you dealt with issues and 
anything you would have done differently.  

Out with old system: 
in with the new

Leave as much as possible of your old system behind. 
Any legacy systems will weigh you down and hamper 
your progress. If the data quality associated with your 
old system is poor, ask whether there’s any need to 
carry it across. Data transfer adds financial cost as well 
as being a burden to the effectiveness of new systems.

Remember too that your new system will hold 
data differently from its predecessor. Some sort of 
conversion process will be needed and the more 
comprehensive the better. Data conversion is all 
too often relegated to the position of a minor task 
of the major legacy change. However, it needs to 
be recognised as a separate strategic initiative as 
part of the whole data management process. 

When developing a data conversion plan consult 
with data protection experts if the data is going 
outside the council. Don’t go live with ‘out of sync’ 
data. This will slow your progress exponentially.
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rojects fail at a spectacular rate. One reason is that

too many people are reluctant to speak up about

their reservations during the all-important

planning phase. By making it safe for dissenters who are

knowledgeable about the undertaking and worried about its

weaknesses to speak up, you can improve a project’s chances

of success.

Research conducted in 1989 by Deborah J. Mitchell, of the

Wharton School; Jay Russo, of Cornell; and Nancy

Pennington, of the University of Colorado, found that

prospective hindsight—imagining that an event has already

occurred—increases the ability to correctly identify reasons

for future outcomes by 30%. We have used prospective

hindsight to devise a method called a premortem, which helps

project teams identify risks at the outset.

A premortem is the hypothetical opposite of a postmortem. A

postmortem in a medical setting allows health professionals

and the family to learn what caused a patient’s death.

Everyone benefits except, of course, the patient. A

premortem in a business setting comes at the beginning of a

project rather than the end, so that the project can be

improved rather than autopsied. Unlike a typical critiquing

session, in which project team members are asked what

might go wrong, the premortem operates on the assumption

that the “patient” has died, and so asks what did go wrong.

The team members’ task is to generate plausible reasons for

the project’s failure.

A typical premortem begins after the team has been briefed

on the plan. The leader starts the exercise by informing

everyone that the project has failed spectacularly. Over the

next few minutes those in the room independently write

down every reason they can think of for the failure—

especially the kinds of things they ordinarily wouldn’t

mention as potential problems, for fear of being impolitic.

For example, in a session held at one Fortune 50–size

company, an executive suggested that a billion-dollar

environmental sustainability project had “failed” because

interest waned when the CEO retired. Another pinned the

failure on a dilution of the business case after a government

agency revised its policies.

Next the leader asks each team member, starting with the

project manager, to read one reason from his or her list;

everyone states a different reason until all have been

recorded. After the session is over, the project manager

reviews the list, looking for ways to strengthen the plan.

In a session regarding a project to make state-of-the-art

computer algorithms available to military air-campaign

planners, a team member who had been silent during the

previous lengthy kickoff meeting volunteered that one of the

algorithms wouldn’t easily fit on certain laptop computers

being used in the field. Accordingly, the software would take

hours to run when users needed quick results. Unless the

team could find a workaround, he argued, the project was

impractical. It turned out that the algorithm developers had

already created a powerful shortcut, which they had been

reluctant to mention. Their shortcut was substituted, and the

project went on to be highly successful.

In a session assessing a research project in a different

organization, a senior executive suggested that the project’s

“failure” occurred because there had been insufficient time

to prepare a business case prior to an upcoming corporate

review of product initiatives. During the entire 90-minute

kickoff meeting, no one had even mentioned any time

constraints. The project manager quickly revised the plan to

take the corporate decision cycle into account.

Although many project teams engage in prelaunch risk

analysis, the premortem’s prospective hindsight approach

offers benefits that other methods don’t. Indeed, the

premortem doesn’t just help teams to identify potential

problems early on. It also reduces the kind of damn-the-

torpedoes attitude often assumed by people who are

overinvested in a project. Moreover, in describing

weaknesses that no one else has mentioned, team members

feel valued for their intelligence and experience, and others

learn from them. The exercise also sensitizes the team to pick

up early signs of trouble once the project gets under way. In

the end, a premortem may be the best way to circumvent any

need for a painful postmortem.

A version of this article appeared in the September 2007 issue of Harvard

Business Review.
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Preparing people: 
training is key

The importance of training cannot be overstated. 
The earlier you can roll out tried and tested methods 
the greater the success of implementation will be.

Make sure your users know what to do on day one. 
There are a range of different approaches to training, 
broadly divided into e-learning and classroom based. 
There are advantages and disadvantages to both. It 
may be that you adopt a mixed method of delivery 
to accomplish the best outcomes. Working closely 
with HR is recommended to ensure you play to the 
strengths of each and every individual taking part.

Go live: time for take off

Your go live plan needs to be meticulous. It needs to be 
a minute by minute, hour by hour, day by day document 
detailing every aspect of how you are going to go live.   

You’ll need to factor in the minutia of the trial 
runs you intend to undertake. A thorough trial 
run involves running the whole go live process, 
testing your plan, involving your users (probably 
over a weekend) to see what happens. It will also 
need to incorporate how you’ll revert to the old 
system when the trial has been undertaken.  

It will also be necessary for you to put people on the 
floor who support and champion the new system. Often 
known as ‘floorwalkers’, these are people working in 
operations and service delivery who have received prior 
training in the new system and understand the benefits 
it brings to the organisation and service delivery.

At the end of every day during go live, make sure 
you get feedback from your floorwalkers about 
what has happened. Record all the bugs and issues 
experienced. Then develop a system for fixing them 
internally or getting your supplier to fix them.  

Training approach Advantages Disadvantages

Classroom -  
with or without a 
professional trainer

 › Well delivered, can 
be more engaging 
and effective

 › Away from business 
as usual, allows staff 
to concentrate

 › Expensive

 › Badly delivered can 
be stultifying

 › Asking untrained staff 
to train can backfire

e-Learning

 › Cheaper

 › Well designed, it can 
get the job done

 › Often badly designed

 › Take up can be poor 
if staff are tempted 
to put it off
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Stick to your plan rigidly. The advance planning you’ve 
put in will come into its own here. Even learning what 
doesn’t work well is valuable. Keep person focussed 
and forward thinking. Detail everything. Keep calm.

Post go live: 
looking forward

Implementing a new system is a work in progress. 
The lessons to learn never cease and it’s important 
to be able to flex and adapt in response to user 
experience. The battle for hearts and minds will 
continue long after the system is up and running 
and you’ll need to anticipate this ongoing support 
requirement in a post-implementation review.

The best time to release this is soon enough after 
go-live that stakeholders can still remember, but 
long enough to allow some time for reflection. Your 
Lessons Learned Log will prove invaluable here.   

A proactive framework for this review is listening and 
responding to user experience. It may be useful to gather 
all participants in a room (with attractive refreshments!). 
In groups, allow them to talk together about what went 
well and what worked less effectively. Ask them what 
should change during next steps. This doesn’t need 
to take too long – a couple of hours over lunch should 
fulfil the 80/20 rule – but it will prove invaluable.

Then, you will have to move to business 
as usual, close the project, disband the 
team and – ultimately – start again.
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