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Robert L. Glass

“At last I’ve found the secret that
guarantees success; to err, and err, and
err again, but less, and less, and
less.”—Ogden Nash

What do you do when a
software project threat-
ens to become a runaway,

spiraling out of control? And then
when the smoke clears, what do
you do to keep it from happening
again?

These are fascinating questions.
This column is about a research
study [1] in which a number of
companies in England that had suf-
fered runaway projects were con-
tacted. They were asked, among
other things, these two
questions. 

With respect to the first
question, here is what the
companies said about
attempting to recover dur-
ing a runaway. They tried
(in order of decreasing
commonality):

1. Extending the schedule—85%
2. Better project management 

procedures—54%
3. More people—53%
4. More funds—43%
5. Pressure on suppliers by with-

holding payment—38%
6. Reduction in project scope—

28%
7. New outside help—27%
8. Better development 

methodologies—25%
9. Pressure on suppliers by threat

of litigation—20%
10. Change of technology used on

the project—13%
11. Abandoning the project—9%
12. Other—9%

(Percentages in this list are read-
ings from graphs presented in [1].
The study did not contain the
actual numbers).

Since these choices raise some
additional questions, I would like to
examine and analyze them further. 

Extend the schedule. Note that
this is the most common remedy,
exceeding its closest competitor by
more than 30%. The remedy sug-
gests one or both of two things—
either the productivity of the
developers has been too low, or the
original schedule was too ambi-

tious (my personal belief is that
the latter is usually the prime
cause of schedule overrun).
Extending the schedule may or
may not be a simple remedy, of
course. If there was a substantive
reason for setting the schedule in
the first place, such as a prime
market opportunity or a need to
integrate the results of this project
with another, then this remedy

may be an exceedingly painful
one. But, if (as is often the
case) the schedule was some-
what arbitrary in the first
place, then this remedy is
easy and relatively painless.

Employ better management
procedures. This remedy, one
can imagine, covers a multi-
tude of sins. It suggests that
inferior management proce-
dures were used on the pro-
ject up until the point of
applying the remedy. Per-
haps the managers in ques-
tion had their attention

diverted by too many other activi-
ties, or perhaps an inept manager
was in charge and is now being
replaced by a more effective one.
In any case, the remedy is rela-
tively easy to apply. (It is interest-
ing to note that “improved project
management” was the remedy
most often suggested as a step to
ward off future runaways, as we
will see later in this column. This
suggests the survey respondees
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either (a) were aware of project
management problems and a way
to fix them, or (b) used this
response as a generic one to which
they attributed little specific
meaning. The study offers no clue
as to which might be the case).

Add people. This is a particularly
interesting remedy, because Fred
Brooks has said that adding more
people to a late project makes it even
later (in fact, that is the title theme
of his “Mythical Man-Month”). The
reason, of course, is that integrating
new people adds learning curve
costs. Nevertheless, this is a relatively
easily applied remedy. If the added
people happen to be knowledgeable
and experienced in the project, then
those learning curves are dimin-
ished—the new people can “hit the
ground running.”

Spend more money. This remedy
can be paired with the first,
extending the schedule. That is,
more time costs more money. But
there are other ways more money
can be spent on a runaway—
adding people (as I’ve mentioned)
or equipment or outside services.
In fact, no matter what remedy is
used, it will usually result in
spending more money. Consider
the remedies in this list—all but
two: “reduction in scope of pro-
ject” and “abandoning the pro-
ject”— result in increased cost.

Apply pressure on suppliers by with-
holding payment and Apply pressure on
suppliers by threat of litigation. These
two remedies imply that the run-
away project is dependent on one
or more outside suppliers. These
are the only two remedies for

which the research study provides
some words of explanation. “A
remarkably high number of orga-
nizations became involved in dis-
putes with their outside suppliers,”
the authors said. It was remarkable
for two reasons: (1) in a similar
study conducted in 1989, none of
the organizations in question had
been involved in formal disputes;
and (2) in this newer (1995) study,
38% withheld payments, 20%
threatened litigation, and 4% actu-
ally sued. Apparently there is a
dramatic increase in the role of the
legal system in runaway projects.

Reduce project scope. It is not
always possible to reduce the scope
of a project—that is, to eliminate
requirements in order to make the
task manageable. But it is usually
possible to defer some require-
ments or features. It is surprising
this remedy was not among the
top five used. The implication of
its sixth position is that most of
the projects in question could not,
or would not, defer or eliminate
any requirements.

Get outside help. There is an
increasing trend toward the use of
outside people on internal pro-
jects. Academics say that their
best students are increasingly
being hired, not by the companies
using computing solutions, but by
consulting firms, software houses,
or service vendors who provide
those services for hire. Note that
this remedy automatically invokes
several of the other remedies, such
as “more people” and “more
money” and (perhaps) “more
time.”

Use better development methodolo-
gies and Change the technology used in
the project. These remedies pair
with each other and also with the
second remedy: “better manage-
ment procedures,” in the sense
that they imply the project in
question used poor procedures or
methodologies or technologies. I
find this remedy troubling.
Changing methodologies or tech-
nologies in midstream may trau-
matize a project and guarantee its
failure. The time to switch
methodologies and technologies, I
would assert, is not at mid-
project, but at the project’s outset.
The exception to the rule would
be when a damaging methodology
or technology was being used (per-
haps the project had been sold on
some experimental and untried
process, for example), and its use
needed to be discontinued imme-
diately. In any case, changing
methodologies is not an easy rem-
edy to apply. There are, as with
adding more people, learning
curves to be absorbed. 

Apply pressure on suppliers by
threat of litigation. (This remedy
was discussed under #5.)

Change the technology used in the
project. (This remedy was discussed
under #8.)

Abandon the project. The only
way in which this is a remedy is
that it stops project bloodletting.
But abandoning the project means
returning to the status quo, which
presumably had been found want-
ing. What is interesting and per-
haps surprising about this remedy
is its infrequent occurrence (at the
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10% level). In other words, most
of these runaway projects did not
end in failure! 

I’ve covered the remedies used
during runaway projects. Now,
let’s look at what those same com-
panies planned to do in the future
to avoid similar problems:

• Improve project manage-
ment—86%

• Feasibility study—84%
• More user involvement—68%
• More external advice—56%
• None of the above—4%

There are some particularly
interesting things about this list.
The first is that it is quite short.
There were 11 remedies attempted
during the runaway projects, but
only four were proposed after the
fact. Of course, some of the reme-
dies attempted during the projects
make no sense as a long-term cure.
More time, more people, more
money, pressure on suppliers, or
abandoning the project are efforts
of expediency only. 

But some of the other remedies
tried during the runaways would
seem to have longer-term corollar-
ies. For example, during the pro-
jects, some remedies focused on
technology—better development
methodologies and change of tech-
nology. Neither of those appears in
the list of longer-term ideas. It is
as if technology is a problem of the
moment, not a long-term focus. 

Another interesting difference
between the lists regards user
involvement. It is seen as a long-
term remedy, but nothing analo-
gous to it was tried during the
projects themselves. Of course, one
remedy attempted during the pro-
jects was reducing the project
scope, something that should not

be attempted without consulting
the users. Still, there is the belief
that the respondees who saw more
user involvement as a long-term
solution may be repeating a
mantra rather than speaking from
experience.

Perhaps the most interesting of
the long-term ideas, falling at a
strong second position, is the
notion of a feasibility study. The
implication is that feasibility stud-
ies were not conducted on projects
that became runaways. There
seems to have been an unrealistic
optimism at the outset of those
projects, and management is
deciding to follow a more rational
approach in the future. 

But the strongest theme, run-
ning across both the in-progress
remedies and the long-term reme-
dies, is better project management.
There is a very strong belief among
these companies that project man-
agement is the prime cause of soft-
ware runaways. But what does
improved project management
really mean? There are lots of tasks
that managers perform. Which are
the ones that need improving?
How are they to be improved?
These questions, begged by the
research study findings, are not
answered here. Perhaps it is finding
answers to those questions that
could provide us with the most
progress toward stemming software
runaways in the future.

REFERENCE
1. Cole, A. Runaway projects—Cause and effects.

Softw. World 26, 3 (Mar. 1995).

Robert Glass (rglass@indiana.edu) is 
the publisher of the Software Practitioner
newsletter and editor of Elsevier’s Journal of
Systems and Software.

© 1998 ACM 0002-0782/98/0700 $5.00

c

COMMUNICATIONS
OF THE ACM

September 1998

Special Section:
Data Warehousing and

the Marketplace

database design, 
internet, 

global communications,
software design 
& development,
tool integration, 

architecture, data
extraction, scalability,

data marts,
OLTP, OLAP, 

parallel-processing, 
e-commerce, 
management 

& financial issues,
industrial strength 

applications

Display Advertising
Closes: July 29, 1998

For more 
information contact:

ACM Advertising 
212-626-0685

acm-advertising@acm


