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Abstract 

Project Management has become a staple of the Information Technology departments of both 

private and public entities over the last decade.  The nature of a technical project’s impact on 

an organization has made good project management an essential component for organizational 

success;  poorly planned and executed projects can cost an organization anywhere from a few 

thousand to billions of dollars in lost revenue, time, and materials.  The push toward better 

information technology project management has been underway for nearly a decade and the 

number of certified Project Management Professionals has grown exponentially over the last 

decade.  Yet after initial successes, the number of successful IT projects has reached a plateau, 

with nearly two thirds of all projects being abandoned, modified extensively, or failing 

completely in both government and private offices.  This analysis examines the common causes 

of project failure to provide insight into the question: Why are projects failing despite the 

recognition of Project Management Professionals as essential to the success of IT projects?  The 

results reveal that Project Management, while useful, is not the magic bullet solution to project 

failure, and instead suggests that failures in governance, particularly in decision making, are the 

likely cause of the project success plateau. 
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Introduction 

The emerging global marketplace has changed the face of business for thousands of 

companies.  Organizations that may have had a few or even no computers a decade ago have 

been forced to become technology savvy lest they be left behind. The result of being thrust into 

the technological marketplace has resulted in a massive rise in Information Technology (IT) 

project disappointments, with failure rates running as high as 80 percent (Johnson 1).  Among 

the largest non-IT organizations to be forced into the technology arena are federal and state 

government agencies. 

Although dozens of studies have been commissioned to analyze the failure of projects, 

my objective is to examine whether the analyses of IT failures take into account the level of 

technical knowledge of the non-IT decision maker, or the expanding role of the business 

manager confronted with emerging technology.  My project will analyze what decision making 

processes were used to commit to the selected projects, what risk analysis was performed, and 

what steps were taken to actively manage the projects while they were underway. 

Relevance and Interdisciplinary Rationale 

This project is highly relevant given the current economic climate of the United States.  

The American Reinvestment and Recovery act of 2009 authorized $787 billion in tax cuts and 

spending by the government to stimulate the currently lethargic economy (Calmes B1).  Of that 

total, nearly 10 percent ($75.8 billion) will be invested in technology projects and initiatives. 

Much of the funding is already earmarked for large IT projects in a variety of government 
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agencies, including a $1.2 billion increase in the IT operating and projects budget of the 

Department of Veterans Affairs and $200 million for improvements to the Department of 

Homeland Security’s technology infrastructure (Kauffman).   

As of 2008 68% of IT projects were shown to be either partial or total failures (Schwalbe 

34).  Assuming the federal government performs at the average for IT project success, as much 

as $56 billion of the funding that has been set aside could be lost to failed projects, delays, and 

cost overruns.  In an era of big government spending, poor economic indicators, and new 

technology initiatives federal agencies will need to be more careful – and more cognizant of – 

the dangers of large scale technology projects.  Unfortunately, history shows that the federal 

government, particularly the two agencies analyzed in this paper, the Federal Bureau of 

Investigation (FBI) and the Internal Revenue Service (IRS), do not have the proper tools to 

effectively identify, much less address the risks of large scale technology projects. 

A majority of the studies and popular articles reviewed for this paper tends to identify 

project failure causes as either managerial or technological, and sometimes both (Belassi and 

Tukel 149).  Other researchers have suggested that projects may need to be evaluated for 

success in a new way (Thomas and Fernandez 734).  However, none of these studies has 

analyzed the IT project failure from an interdisciplinary perspective, and none offer ideas for 

improving both sides of the IT project equation:  management of people and organizations as 

well as technology.  I believe this lack is driven in part by the tunnel vision of industry writers, 

who tend to see their particular industry, whether general management, IT management, or 

project management as the cure all for the other industries.  However, after more than a 



 

IT Governance in Federal Project Management 4 

decade of study, research, and refining of IT project management, neither researchers nor 

popular columnists can agree on why IT project management continues to fail both 

perceptually and functionally – and none of the refining has resulted in increased project 

success.   

In a traditional sense, general management skills are focused on managing people and 

processes in order to ensure the smooth flow of work through an organization.  Managers must 

often use a blend of hard and soft skills in order to do their jobs.  Hard skills, such as financial 

and budgeting knowledge or an understanding of organizational processes and goals mix with 

soft skills like leadership and motivation, ethics, and conflict management to give the general 

manager a set of tools that allow him or her to ensure smooth business operation and to 

achieve the goals of the business or organization (Reh 101).  Traditional management skills will 

be useful benchmark during the analysis portion of this project to gauge how managers and 

executives made decisions that affected project success. 

Information Technology Management by contrast is more focused on hard skills and 

technology initiatives, such as network planning and security, software acquisition and 

development, information management, and technical communication.  IT management is 

focused on the smooth operation of technology within an organization, with the goal of 

managing and correlating useful data for workers throughout the organizational structure.  The 

end result is intended to be technology savvy organizations capable of finding, analyzing, and 

acting on data that will give the business or organization a competitive edge in the marketplace 

(Petrozzo 54).  For the case analysis section of this paper IT Management principles will provide 
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a framework against which to evaluate and analyze the effectiveness of technical decisions 

made by managers and stakeholders of the projects. 

The thesis presented in this paper suggests that decision makers in all levels of 

government lack the technical and managerial skills necessary to manage technology projects.  

Some research suggests that traditional managers should be involved in technology decision 

making at appropriate levels, and that when they are, IT project success increases and 

organizations tend to be better able to react to changes in technology (Feeny, et. al 435; 

Javenpal and Ives 224; Liedner and McKay 28).  Research also suggests that keeping managers 

out of the IT loop can cause system failure, project failure and, in extreme cases, failure of the 

organization altogether (Lacity).   

If managers must be involved in IT decision making to ensure organizational success, 

how much IT must the manager know?  Must a manager know how to code a software 

application?  Install a hard drive?  Perform system maintenance on an Enterprise system?  

Questions such as these provide a good avenue for future research, but are beyond the scope 

of this paper.   However, to provide a framework for analysis, I suggest that successful IT 

managers should have a mix of general and financial management skills as well as project 

management skills and technical knowledge deep enough to give the technical manager good 

tools for planning and executing complex IT projects.  The skills emphasize good management 

practices in terms of both staff and vendors, stressing the people management aspect of the 

job without ignoring the concepts of sound cost planning, in depth knowledge of complex IT 

systems, and effective project management practices.  This blend of information technology 
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knowledge and management skills should give managers of IT departments the tools needed to 

run a successful IT enterprise.  

Project Background and Thesis 

In 1996, Congress passed legislation that required federal agencies to run IT 

departments as effectively and profitably as their private sector counterparts, known as the 

Clinger-Cohen Act.  The intent behind the law is unimpeachable – who can argue against the 

idea of efficient government?  The reality of implementing the law was significantly different 

for the simple reason that IT departments of the time were neither efficient nor profitable, and 

so set a poor standard for government agencies to emulate.  The result was a headlong rush 

into IT initiatives that failed to produce viable products or more efficient government (Anthes 

74; Hinde 15). In short, there was a disparity between the vision and the reality of IT in 

business. 

Much of this disconnect comes from IT management’s identity crisis.  For nearly 30 

years academics and professionals have argued over how information technology should be 

managed.  Does the manager of the IT department need to know IT?  If so, do they need to 

know management?  Is management knowledge sufficient to manage complex projects, or 

should the IT manager actually be a Project Manager?  Is a Project Manager different from a 

Manager?  The general consensus by the early 1990s was that IT was just another business 

component, and that it could be effectively managed by traditional managers.  IT presented a 

challenge for the CEO, but not an insurmountable one, and there was no need for executives to 

rush out and learn about technology to use it effectively (Batchelder 37).  
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While the debate has raged on, public offices have stumbled through one IT disaster 

after another.  In 1996, the Internal Revenue Service announced a 15 year, $8 billion overhaul 

of its computer systems.  The project was intended to modernize the agency’s computer 

systems to reduce fraud and increase accountability in the IRS itself.  Two years and $300 

million later the IRS abandoned the project.  Subsequent investigation by the General 

Accounting Office (GAO) found that the project suffered from gross mismanagement and lack 

of understanding.  Perhaps the worst part of all, the project resulted in such confusion that the 

GAO estimated the IRS would fail to collect nearly $50 billion a year in tax revenue until the 

system was returned to its previous state – terminals and servers designed and installed in 

1960 (Anthes 73).  Clearly government agencies have had trouble managing IT, perhaps due to 

some confusion regarding the role of IT management. 

What is IT Management?  It largely depends on who you ask.  In general, IT 

Management is “concerned with exploring and understanding Information Technology as a 

corporate resource that determines both the strategic and operational capabilities of the firm 

in designing and developing products and services for maximum customer satisfaction, 

corporate productivity, profitability and competitiveness” (Badawy 94).  This definition is not 

inclusive, however, of the great breadth of services that fall under the IT umbrella, and makes 

no attempt to define how IT projects affect IT management.  Does IT include cash registers that 

automatically report sales at the end of the day?  What about credit card readers?  Does a door 

locked with a key-code fall under IT?  What about the people and departments used to install 

and support these types of devices?  The answer can vary by agency or company, but there 

seems to be confusion in the government sector about what and how to manage IT. 
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This confusion has laid a solid foundation for failure of government IT projects, which 

may have been further exacerbated by the implementation of three pieces of federal 

legislation.   The Clinger Cohen Act passed in 1996, followed by the Government Paperwork 

Elimination act of 1998, and the 2002 E-government Act imposed deadlines for varying MIS 

related requirements on federal agencies without considering the impact these deadlines might 

have (Congress – Clinger Cohen; Congress – E-Government Act; Congress – Paperwork 

Elimination Act).  Further, the Acts failed to consider the corporate culture of Federal agencies, 

the vagaries of the Federal acquisition system, and the level of technical competence among 

federal employees.  While the Acts certainly resulted in a large amount of wasted time and 

money, they have managed to disprove the idea that IT could be managed by anyone, and that 

technical knowledge is unimportant when managing IT.  The most spectacular and public of 

these failures, such as the IRS revamp and the FBI Case Management project, were designed, 

developed, and managed by career bureaucrats with little or no technical knowledge who, in 

both cases, ignored warnings from technical staff about the projects (Hayes  12; Eggen and 

Witte A01). 

My thesis is that most federal IT project failures can be directly linked to two causes: 

First, many of the high level decision makers in federal agencies lack the technical knowledge 

and experience to effectively make tactical decisions about project components, leading to 

poor decisions and missed opportunities.  Second, the hierarchical, top down style of project 

management contributes to this poor decision making by moving decision points away from the 

employees best suited to make them and placing them into the hands of personnel who are 
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unqualified or unable to analyze the technical information, interoperability issues, and possible 

risks inherent in IT projects. 

IT Project Management – History and Current Environment 

Consistent IT project failure is not a new trend, and most often the complexity and 

scope of projects are named as the culprit when the project fails.  However the blame cannot 

be laid at the feet of IT project complexity – that is analogous to blaming the shuttle disasters 

on the complexity of the shuttle instead of problems in engineering (Hinde 15).  Instead the 

failures come from the project managers who are unable to carefully and completely plan for 

the smooth delivery of project goals.  According to Hinde, IT project failures can generally be 

grouped into 6 classes:  

 Poor planning 

 Unclear objectives 

 Unrealistic time or resource estimates 

 Lack of user involvement 

 Poor communication 

 Insufficient skills  

My theory is that these classes are the direct result of a seventh class of failure, which 

can be summed up as the lack of executive technical understanding about hardware and 

software that are the basis of enterprise technology systems.  Unsurprisingly, the classes of 

project failure are in direct opposition to good IT Governance practices.  IT Governance is about 

communication and accountability, qualities that are notably lacking in each of the classes listed 

above. 
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In 1994, the Standish Group released its CHAOS report, a survey of more than 365 

decision makers in organizations ranging from Fortune 500 companies to non-profit and 

governmental organizations, as well as case studies and interviews with decision makers.  The 

study grouped projects into three categories: 

 Project Success: The project was completed on time and on budget with all features and 
functions initially specified. 

 Project Challenged: The project is completed and operational, but was over budget, over 
the time estimate, and offers fewer features and functions than originally specified. 

 Project Impaired:  The project was cancelled at some time during the development 
cycle. 

The 1994 data revealed that a staggering 84% of all projects fell into the Challenged or 

Impaired category.  Of the challenged projects, more than half had cost overruns greater than 

100% of the initial budget, and nearly three quarters had schedule overruns greater than 100% 

of the initial timeline, with nearly a third of the projects having time estimates for completion 

doubled.  The numbers showed clearly that the IT projects were seriously troubled.  The report 

also suggested guidelines for project success and implied that employees trained in project 

management and familiar with best practices offered the best chance for successful completion 

of IT projects by helping organizations better manage the risks inherent in technology projects 

(Johnson). 

The IT industry responded to the recommendations in the CHAOS report, and the 

number of Certified Project Managers increased dramatically over the following decade; rising 

from 1900 certified project managers in 1994 to nearly 200,000 by 2004.  Project success 

increased as well during the decade following the initial CHAOS report, though as the chart 
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below shows, the proportion of successful projects has remained fairly steady since 2000, with 

the only real difference the shifting back and forth of a few percentage points between projects 

categorized as challenged or failed. 

Table 1: Information Technology Success Rates as determined by successive CHAOS Studies 

Project Year 1994 1996 1998 2000 2002 2004 2009 

Succeeded 16% 27% 26% 28% 34% 29% 32% 

Challenged 53% 33% 46% 49% 51% 53% 44% 

Failed 31% 40% 28% 23% 15% 18% 24% 

 

The data seem clear:  The application of project management principles to IT projects 

has had a positive impact – successful projects have nearly doubled since 1994 and seem 

poised to remain that way.  It is also clear that project management principles do not contain all 

of the tools necessary to push project success to an acceptable number – the only place a .300 

average is considered high success is in baseball batting averages.  In an attempt to discover 

why projects have failed, dozens of studies have been commissioned to analyze project failure, 

and the causes identified are as varied as the institutions that study them.  In general though, 

the studies have identified numerous major causes, and have generated one industry aphorism: 

Big Projects Fail (Humphrey 25).   

The research thus far has been focused on identifying why projects have failed rather 

than where in the process the failures are occurring.  By applying an IT Governance filter to the 

available research, it may be possible to determine both the why and the where of IT Project 



 

IT Governance in Federal Project Management 12 

failures.  Identifying the failures in process may assist decision makers in aligning technical 

needs to organizational needs, determining where in the decision structure accountability is 

fixed and, more importantly, it may help decision makers determine at what level in the project 

process various decisions must be made to ensure project success. 

Overview of Information Technology Governance 

 Information Technology Governance is a relatively new trend in IT management.  Prior 

to 2004, some basic tenets of IT Governance could be found in scattered places as “best 

practices” within books or research studies, usually those that were trying to find reasons for 

the high rate of IT project failure.  Examples include Roger Atkinson’s oft cited study on project 

management, which introduced the theory of stakeholder benefits as a measure of project 

success and proposed a framework for evaluating project success as a whole (Atkinson).  Other 

researchers focused on organizational culture, project metrics, technology, ineffective process 

controls – the list goes on, as the causes of project failure. (Bozeman, Government 28-37; 

Levinson 7;  Kappleman, McKeenan, and Zhang 2-5). 

 Yet, IT Governance was not treated as a field until 2004, when two researchers, Weill 

and Ross, consolidated existing research about how IT is managed in more than 256 

organizations, including 40 direct case studies and hundreds of interviews with managers.  The 

result of the study was the realization that IT Governance is a key component of realizing value 

from IT investments and ensuring that IT is aligned with and supports organizational goals 

(Weill and Ross 17).  Interestingly, a review of Weill and Ross’ data also shows that effective IT 

decision making is most effective when the decision makers have experience in both IT and 
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management, or when traditional managers and IT managers work together to make IT 

decisions - an interdisciplinary approach to IT decision making. 

 Weill and Ross analyzed choices made in the organizations with regard to all types of IT 

decision making.  The results indicated that decision makers with traditional management 

backgrounds were the least effective across all identified archetypes of information technology 

decision, including  business principles, business application needs,  investment,  infrastructure, 

and  architecture.   IT managers alone had no net negative effect, but also no positive effect on 

the success of IT decisions.  However, joint decisions and decisions made by managers with 

mixed backgrounds (IT and business) were more effective across three of the five archetypes, 

and the companies that used an interdisciplinary approach were universally among the top 

performing organizations in the study.  The analysis concluded that, among other factors, 

“Business people should not make business oriented IT decisions alone.  Better decisions 

require the fusion of business and IT thinking” (Weill and Ross 135).  Further, an analysis of IT 

Governance mechanisms showed that the single most effective way to govern technology 

decisions was through the use of managers with experience in both business and IT 

management (Weill and Ross 87). 

 IT Governance is an integral part of good corporate governance, which is defined as “the 

system by which organizations are directed and controlled” (Van Grembergen 54).  Defined, IT 

Governance is the process of “specifying the decision rights and accountability framework to 

encourage desirable behavior in the use of IT” (Weill and Ross 2).  Taken together the two are 

not separate disciplines, but rather part of an integrated whole that, when effectively 
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implemented allows corporate governance to drive IT governance, and IT governance, through 

the use of information technology for strategic gain, in turn to drive corporate governance (Van 

Grembergen 8-10). 

 IT Governance is not the same as IT management.  IT management is focused on the 

internal workings of the organization and supplying IT services, and is responsible for the 

efficient management of present IT operations.  IT Governance is focused on the organization 

as a whole in addition to outside factors such as marketplace considerations and future 

business needs (Van Grembergen 26).  This distinction “does not undermine the importance 

and complexity of IT management, but whereas elements of IT management and the supply of 

services and products can be commissioned to an external provider, IT Governance is 

organization specific, and direction and control over IT cannot be delegated to the market” 

(Peterson 37).   

 The IT Governance Institute states that: “Fundamentally, IT governance is concerned 

about two things:  Information Technology’s delivery of value to the business and mitigation of 

IT risks.  The first is driven by strategic alignment of IT with the business.  The second is driven 

by embedding accountability into the enterprise.  Both need to be measured adequately” (ITGI 

20).  In essence, this means that upper management should be concerned with strategic IT 

decisions, while the lower management chain focuses on tactical daily decisions with regard to 

IT.  Making the right decisions at the right levels using people who understand both the 

organization’s IT needs regarding IT as well as the practical uses of technology helps 
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organizations use IT as a strategic tool, part of a larger set of tools, for organizational success 

(Weill and Ross 34; Van Grembergen 98).   

Weill and Ross identified five key IT Governance decisions for organizations: 

 IT Principles - Determining the operating model for the enterprise, the role of IT 
in the organization, defining desirable behavior (e.g., project management), and 
defining how IT initiatives will be funded. 

 IT Architecture – What are the core business process and how are they related?  
What information drives these processes and how should they integrate?  What 
activities and technical capabilities should be standardized to assist integration? 

 IT Infrastructure – What services are most critical to achieving strategic 
objectives?  What is the plan for keeping underlying technologies up to date?  
What (if any) services should be outsourced? 

 Business (Organization) Application Needs – How are business needs address in 
the architectural standard and when are exceptions to these standards justified?  
Who will own the project results and ensure value? 

 IT Investment and Prioritization – What are the relative values of enterprise 
versus business unit decisions and who makes these decisions?  Are IT 
investments reflecting the importance and value they should?  What IT 
processes can be changed or enhanced to support the strategic needs of the 
organization? 

Each of these decisions fall under one or more of the five domains of IT Governance 

(Weill and Ross 27-45): 

 Strategic Alignment – Ensuring that both present and future IT needs are 
recognized and aligned with organizational goals. 

 Value Delivery – Ensuring that IT projects deliver to the stakeholders the 
projected results. 

 Risk Management – Effective evaluation of project risk to minimize wasted 

investment. 
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 Resource Management – Effective use of resources, both financial and 
personnel, to ensure smooth delivery of IT services. 

 Performance Measurement – Evaluating the effectiveness of IT management 
and project management to ensure goals are met.  

Interestingly, these domains fall into one or more of the Project Management Institute process 

phases for successful project management (PMBOK 91).  The phases have been listed below, 

with the most appropriate IT Governance Domain and Decision in parenthesis: 

 Initiating - Setting up the project for success by identifying the right team and 
scope, as well as determining the relationship between the project and its 
alignment with the organization’s overall charter. (Domain: Strategic Alignment; 
Decision: IT Principles) 

 Planning – Developing the relevant resources, timelines and milestones, and 
mapping project delivery to business priorities. (Domain: Risk Management; 
Decision: IT Architecture) 

 Executing – Assigning the project team and distributing information to ensure 
the proper activities are undertaken. (Domain: Resource Management; Decision: 
IT Infrastructure) 

 Controlling and Monitoring – Ensuring the resulting product maps back to the 
original plan, and risk from uncontrolled external actions is mitigated. (Domain: 
Performance Measurement; Decision: Business Application Needs) 

 Closing – Making sure that everything expected of the project has been 
delivered and that the final product is servicing organizational needs properly. 
(Domain: Value Delivery; Decision: IT Investment and Prioritization)  

 It is important to understand that the IT Governance Domains and Decisions apply to 

some degree to every phase of project management.  Also, though the project management 

phases apply to the overall planning and control of projects, they also apply to each part of a 

project as well (Schwalbe 54).  The relationship is not one to one, but rather a fusion of Project 

Management best practices with IT Governance domains and Decisions, as shown in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1: IT Governance and Project Management Relationships 

 

As a result each phase of a project can be checked against both IT Governance and Project 

Management best practices.  Each project phase from start to finish can then be evaluated 

against both organizational and project goals to ensure the project remains on target.   

Given the similarity between IT Governance Domains and Decisions and Project 

Management best practices it appears that organizations with good governance practices will 

also see a rise in successful IT projects.  Weill and Ross’ data support this conclusion.  In the 

study, organizations with established, enforced governance practices that extended throughout 

the enterprise were universally identified as top performers, with a higher rate of return on IT 
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investment and a better chance of project success (Weill and Ross 135-45).  Using an IT 

Governance framework for project management will ensure that organizational needs and 

goals are met during each phase of a project. 

Case Studies 

Information technology and its application to government programs has received a lot 

of attention in the last ten years, with no less than three major legislative acts devoted to the 

expansion of government IT presence.  However, the requirement to effectively implement 

technology to advance both the strategic and tactical goals of the governmental agency is 

curiously absent, as evidenced by several expensive and spectacular IT project failures.  Two of 

the most visible and expensive project failures, the Federal Bureaus of Investigation’s Trilogy 

Project and the Internal Revenue Service’s Tax Systems Modernization/Business Systems 

Modernization, will be the subject of this analysis. 

The projects were selected to demonstrate both sides of the IT management quandary. 

First, what can happen if managers oriented only to the business or operational side of an 

organization are given control of a complex technology project without having the requisite IT 

skills to adequately define, manage, monitor, and control the project.  Second, when IT 

managers with insufficient knowledge of business needs, processes, and organizational culture 

make business oriented decisions.   The FBI Virtual Case File portion of the $500million Trilogy 

project reads almost like a textbook case of how not to plan and execute a project, with upper 

management, project managers and stakeholders all woefully unprepared for the project.  The 

IRS Tax Systems Modernization (TSM) and Business Systems Modernization (BSM) projects 
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demonstrated both aspects of this quandary.  At the start of TSM business managers made 

decisions about IT needs and contracting while acknowledging the agency lacked IT expertise.  

After TSM was reformed to become BSM, the decisions were put into the hands of outside 

contractors and newly hired IT managers who knew little to nothing about tax collection.  Each 

project will be reviewed against the key decisions and domains of IT Governance, with the 

project management phases providing the framework for analysis. 

Federal Bureau of Investigation – Trilogy and Virtual Case File Background 

In early 2001, Congress authorized $379 million in funds for the Federal Bureau of 

Investigation’s Information Technology Upgrade project.  The project consisted of three major 

components: 1) an infrastructure upgrade for hardware used in field offices nationwide, 2) a 

network component to link offices with high speed, secure networks, and 3) the most ambitious 

part of the program, a software component designed to allow agents to easily enter collate, 

analyze, and share information throughout the Bureau, called Virtual Case File (Goldstein 1).   

Originally scheduled for completion by May 2005, the project was eventually scrapped that 

same year after a tumultuous development cycle that included nearly $200 million in cost 

overruns, with an estimated $105 million of useless software code (Goldstein 1). 

After the September 11, 2001 World Trade Center attack, the FBI found itself the focus 

of public attention as information emerged that the Bureau had missed several telling clues 

that might have prevented the 9/11 attacks.  Its information system drew much of the criticism 

for being outdated and poorly designed.  The September 11 Commission concluded that the  

“FBI's primary information management system, designed using 1980s technology already 



 

IT Governance in Federal Project Management 20 

obsolete when installed in 1995, limited the Bureau's ability to share its information internally 

and externally” (Eggen).  Under fire from the media and congress, the Trilogy schedule was 

accelerated and the delivery date moved up to December 2003 (Goldstein 4). 

Trilogy was initially conceived in 2000 by then FBI director, Louis J. Freeh, during a time 

in which the FBI had no CIO and no standards for information technology.  To help develop the 

plan, Freeh hired former IBM executive Bob Dies  who inherited a system so outdated that 

many FBI field offices were connecting to the FBI intranet with obsolete 56kbs modems from 

computers incapable of running modern software, and with a network  so archaic that 

replacement parts were no longer available.  As pressure from Congress and the public 

increased, new FBI director Robert S. Mueller III accelerated the Trilogy plan and picked field 

agent and accountant by training, Robert J. Chairado, to supervise the Trilogy project.  Chairado 

in turn picked another field agent, Larry Depew, to head up development of the Virtual Case 

File (VCF) component (Goldstein 4). 

The project was mired in obstacles.  The initial scope of the software portion of the 

Trilogy project was a mere $14million in code designed to integrate five of the 42 different case 

management systems in use at the FBI at the time into a single, web enabled interface.  As the 

project continued the project team, headed by Depew, expanded the scope to include the 

remaining case management programs without addressing the underlying problem in the 

system:  the FBI agents mostly used paper, not software, for case management (Knorr 2).  Since 

project members met directly with Science Applications International Corporation (SAIC) 

representatives change requests were delivered to the SAIC programmers without being 
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vetted, or even seen by FBI management (Goldstein 5).  Other changes included a “flash 

cutover” from the old system to the new – without a backup plan if the new system failed.  The 

result was a programming team working on what amounted to bleeding edge software when 

the contract specification called only for integration and maintenance, and an implementation 

plan so flawed that National Science Council member Mark Blaze said, “It was a little bit 

horrifying.  A bunch of us were planning on committing a crime spree the day they switched 

over. If the new system didn't work, it would have just put the FBI out of business" (Eggen, 

A04). 

A missed delivery date in December 2003 ignited concern among Congressional leaders 

and FBI staff alike, and resulted in a review of the Trilogy project by Congress, the National 

Science Foundation, and the United States General Accounting Office.  The results spoke poorly 

of the FBI.  The GAO cited 27 areas of concern that the FBI needed to address in relation to 

financial and project controls for the Trilogy Project and identified more than $10 million dollars 

in “questionable costs and missing assets” (GAO-06-306 4).  In February 2005, a Congressional 

investigation found that the program was in serious danger of never being completed, and the 

VCF component was characterized by Sen. Patrick Leahy as a “train wreck in slow motion.”   

Despite assurances from FBI director Robert Mueller that the program was on track and would 

meet future deadlines, the project was finally cancelled in mid-2005 (S. HRG. 109–76 8-11). 

The total cost of the Trilogy project was more than $580 million dollars, and while the 

hardware and networking portions of the project were completed both on time and in budget, 

the Virtual Case File program was a disaster from any point of view.  VCF accounted for $170 

million of the total project cost- nearly one third of the total, and wound up costing more than 
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ten times the initial estimate of $14 million.  The product of the VCF project was completely 

unusable, with FBI staffers identifying more than 500 bugs in the production version of the 

software code.  Although the project costs can be counted in numbers it is the uncountable 

costs that might be more frightening; more than 7 years after the September 11 attacks there is 

still not an integrated case file system at the FBI, an organizational need considered critical in 

the wake of the terrorist acts.  A new plan has been developed however, codenamed Sentinel, 

with a price tag of $450 million and a completion date scheduled for 2012 (Greenemeier).  The 

cost of Sentinel demonstrates how poorly the VCF project costs were estimated - the Sentinel 

budget is more than 30 times larger than the $14 million the FBI initially budgeted for VCF. 

Analysis of VCF  

After the accelerated delivery date for VCF was missed in 2003, the National Research 

Council initiated a study of Trilogy to determine the status of the project.  The report detailed 

five areas of operation that needed improvement if the VCF project was to succeed: 

1. The agency was criticized for wanting to deploy VCF in a flash switchover with 
no backup plan to return to the previous system if VCF failed or had 
implementation problems. 

2. NRC determined that the FBI lacked strategic vision in incorporating IT into the 
Bureau and aligning the use of IT tools to the organization’s mission and 
needs. 

3. The report criticized the lack of plans for testing and evaluating the new 
software during development. 

4. NRC reviewers concluded that FBI contractual and project management 
controls were inadequate and had no mechanisms in place to determine 
whether milestones were met, contractors were performing to specification, 
or assess accountability. 

5. The report also found that “while the FBI’s IT team includes a number of very 
capable individuals, the overall human resource base for IT is not nearly 
adequate to meet the challenges it faces. For Trilogy and subsequent IT 
projects to have access to the human talent they need to succeed, the FBI 
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must dramatically grow its own internal expertise in IT and IT contract 
management as quickly as possible”(United States – Review 2). 

 

In essence, the NRC was outlining a plan that was based upon the scattered but widely 

held best practices for project management, and which eventually came to be incorporated 

into what has become today’s IT Governance discipline.  Analyzing the Trilogy project through 

the lens of IT governance shows that the FBI efforts failed to take into account any of the 

established IT Governance domains or project management best practices 

Initiating  
(Governance: Strategic Alignment, Value Delivery; Decision:  IT principles) 

 
 While VCF was expected to be successful by the project participants no decisions were 

made to reach that goal.  Project initiation begins with a business case to determine the scope, 

time, and cost constraints for a project.  Other areas of project initiation include selecting a 

qualified project manager, identifying stakeholders, examining potential risks, ensuring that the 

project is meeting a specific need, and identifying project requirements (Schwalbe 88).  The FBI 

did not have such a business case in hand while initiating the Trilogy project (United States – 

Review 1).  Instead, FBI Director Louis Freeh presented what amounted to an executive 

summary of Trilogy to Congress, and then began making many of the project initiation decisions 

without consultation, many of which turned out to be incorrect (Knorr 2). 

 Instead of selecting an experienced project manager, director Freeh picked a field agent 

with no experience in project management or information technology.  The overall project 

manager then selected another field agent with no project management or information 

technology experience to lead the Virtual Case File initiative.  Project stakeholders were also 

left undefined, leading to a mixed bag of project requirements and needs instead of a concrete 
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plan (United States Review 44-46).  The project risk was misidentified, being perceived 

organizationally as an external terrorist threat that must drive a modernization initiative.  Had 

the FBI looked inward at the organizational risks, it is possible that Freeh or others would have 

discovered how unprepared the organization was for such a large undertaking.  While the 

project was expected to meet a specific need – a program for assisting investigators with cases 

– none of the immediate or future requirements for such a system were identified properly 

(United States Review 46, Knorr 4). 

In addition, the project was never considered from an organizational perspective to 

ensure the VCF would meet both the investigative needs of agents and the legal needs of the 

agency (Goldstein 26).  Such considerations fall squarely into the Strategic Alignment domain of 

IT Governance.   From a needs based perspective, the drive to put a web based front end on 

only 5 of the 42 applications failed to address the problems with disparate technologies and 

software incompatibilities that could have resulted in investigational leads and records being 

lost, as was so tragically evident after the missed cues that could have provided warning of the 

9/11 attacks (Eggen and Witte A02).  Converting so few programs to a centralized system left 

nearly 90% of the Bureau facing the prospect of continuing to use filing cabinets and 37 

applications from different vendors instead of the new system.  Nor did FBI managers select the 

programs by using any kind of analytical or needs based approach;  they simply picked the 5 

most used programs at the time and decided to make them the core of the VCF component 

(Knorr 4).   

 Organizationally the VCF project was improperly aligned to the processes used to 

categorize and disseminate information to the Bureau field offices, namely, filing cabinets and 
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printed announcements that were either faxed or Fed-Exed to various offices (Goldstein 26).  

Notes from field investigations, analyses, threat assessments, and other investigatory products 

were also primarily paper based (Knorr 3).  The initial conception of the software system did 

not contain any features that would allow the integration of old information that was being 

stored in paper form, which meant that instead of consolidating and streamlining the 

information process, FBI agents would have to continue searching through file cabinets as well 

as searching the new software package for investigatory information (Goldstein).   

The most basic potential fallout from such a failure could have been an inability to 

properly prosecute criminal cases.  Notes and other case information have to be legally 

discoverable (Goldstein).  However, by exchanging a paper based system for an electronic one 

FBI management never considered how information technology would affect legal policy at the 

Bureau.  With notes and other documents planned for storage in electronic form, the FBI 

needed to know: what legally constitutes a record and is discoverable during legal proceedings?  

Neither the agents nor the management at FBI were sure, and the result could have 

compromised effective prosecution of suspects in court (Goldstein 30-32). 

Planning 
(Governance: Risk Management, Resource Management; Decision: IT Architecture) 

  
 Without a solid, researched business case, no project charter, and a project 

management team without the proper IT experience or project management skill, the FBI 

project planning phase was doomed to failure.  Planning processes include procedures to 

manage project scope, cost, and schedules, as well as procurement and staffing needs.  The 

project plan defines cost estimates, required resources to accomplish the work, and a work 

breakdown structure to define what tasks must be accomplished for the project to succeed 
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(Schwalbe 79).  Without such a plan in place, the FBI project participants were essentially 

guessing at their needs and expecting the contractors to fill in the blanks. 

A plan with so few concrete, realistic requirements and which relies on factors outside 

of the organization to make business decisions fall under the governance domain of Value 

Delivery.  There was no assurance that the contractor would deliver anything useful to the 

Bureau because the Statement of Work for the development of VCF contained no contractually 

obligated milestones, development plans, or formal criteria for the FBI to use to establish that 

the contract specifications were being met (United States: Audit Report 05-09).  The acceptance 

of such an agreement meant that the FBI had no way to enforce project goals through 

contractual controls and were left arguing with SAIC over project scope and features, an 

argument that eventually resulted in arbitration hearings (Knorr 3). 

In addition, the FBI project manager decided that given the accelerated schedule for VCF 

completion he and the rest of the project team would have to “shoot from the hip” in regard to 

requirements development instead of identifying those needs prior to the start of the project 

(Goldstein 28).  The result was a series of meetings in which SAIC staff had as much or more to 

say about the software development than the agents who would eventually use it (Goldstein 

29).  From a contract negotiation standpoint, this was analogous to asking a used car salesman 

to pick the car you need based on what he thinks you require.  In the FBI’s case, they bought a 

Ferrari with no transmission. 

The Risk Management domain was perhaps the least regarded and most cavalierly 

considered aspect of the project.  IT Governance details four areas of risk that should be 

considered by an organization when making IT investment decisions: market, organizational, 
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financial, and technical (Weill and Ross 45-69).  The FBI is not a business organization, so at first 

glance “market” may not seem to apply.  However, for this study I define the FBIs market to be 

the citizenry of the United States, whose safety and security depends upon effective and 

efficient law enforcement.  Using this definition, the FBI failed to service its market. 

The FBI managed to put its market and the organization as a whole at risk with the idea 

of a “flash cutover” to the new system.  The plan was to move to the new VCF system over a 

weekend, wherein users would log out of one system on Friday and onto the new VCF system 

the following Monday.  There was no plan to roll back to the old system if VCF failed to be 

implemented and no contingency plan to access legacy data if such an eventuality occurred 

(Knorr 2).  If the VCF deployment had failed for something as simple as a bit of mismatched 

software code FBI agents would have had no way to access any of the electronic data in the 

system, essentially putting the organization out of business until the problems were resolved 

(Eggen and Witte A03).  In its 2004 report on the then ongoing Trilogy program, the National 

Research Council expressed the concerns of a flash cutover very succinctly: 

With limited testing, and no experience gained from a limited initial rollout, the FBI 
would be implementing what amounts to a prototype throughout the bureau. This 
approach is nearly guaranteed to cause mission-critical failures and further delays…with 
significant implications for training, performance, coherence, internal morale, public 
image, and cost to recovery. (United States Review 27) 
 
The FBI put is market and organization at risk in another way.  The FBI is a security 

conscious organization, and right so.  However, the security mania is so pervasive that FBI 

agents are routinely denied daily access to the Internet to perform searches from FBI office, but 

must instead use terminals at public libraries and commercial e-mail services to do investigative 

work (United States Review 28).  This raises additional concerns not readily apparent to 
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managers with a poor understanding of technology issues.  For example, is it riskier for an agent 

to search out sensitive information from his desk, or in a publicly accessible terminal over which 

the Bureau has no control and which may contain spyware, keylogging systems, or other 

adverse software that could lead to an unintentional security leak?  If data are researched at a 

public institution and must be saved, then agents must use some sort of device to save that 

data.  Is it safer to carry that data on an easily lost or forgotten disk or thumb drive, or safer to 

never have to expose the data to loss in the first place?   

 
The Bureau failed to adequately manage financial risks in the project, particularly with 

the contractors by selecting a cost-plus-award-fee type of contract.  In this type of contract the 

vendor is reimbursed for expenses and then awarded an annual fee based on performance as 

rated by the customer.  As stated above, the contract had no controls to ensure delivery of the 

anticipated project, but in addition, this type of contract arrangement requires a vendor to 

provide only a “best effort” to complete a project.  Consequently the project managers of 

Trilogy were largely at the mercy of SAIC when it came to features and development needs and 

had little recourse to change this arrangement because the contract allowed SAIC to stop work 

if not reimbursed for costs (United States Audit Report 05-07 29).  When projects under this 

kind of fee arrangement begin to go bad, it is usually because the vendor does not want to say 

“no” to the client when asked for something that is out of the project scope, fearing that the 

annual award may be lost or reduced.  In the end, the result tends to be “kind of like a mass-

suicide pact – except (the vendor) is hoping that a miracle will occur” and the project will work 

(Knorr 2). 
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In addition, the joint FBI/SAIC sessions that allowed project participants from FBI offices 

the ability to make change requests regarding the features, appearance, and requirements of 

the software resulted in a requirements document that reached nearly 800 pages (Goldstein 

31).  A requirements document is generally a short overview of a project that dictates what 

needs to be done to complete the project in general terms, and is completed during the 

planning phase of a project.  Things like colors of buttons, logos, spacing and orientation of text 

and other considerations are typically left to the more detailed phases of the project 

management plan (Schwalbe 179-182).  The end result appeared to be a team that was 

designing the layout of the system before determining the purpose of the system (Goldstein).  

The result was wasted money, software bloat, excessive scope changes, and hundreds of 

change requests that FBI management was unaware of, each of which added something to the 

cost of the project (United States Audit Report 05-07 14; Goldstein 38).   

The FBI also failed to adequately track project costs.  The project budget was not 

tracked centrally; rather various parts of the budget were tracked in individual units of the 

Bureau, with each unit reporting costs to upper management and with no intermediary to 

collate the data.  The result was a disorganized mishmash of budget reports that had little detail 

and poor accuracy, with no single point of accountability.  An investigation by the Office of the 

Inspector General (OIG) determined that a contractor acting in an advisory role regarding 

increases in funding and selection of vendors for various aspects of the project was, in fact, 

employed by one of the IT vendors the contractor recommended, a clear conflict of 

interest(United States Audit Report 05-07 42). 
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Risk was not assessed in the technical area mainly because the FBI had no Enterprise 

Architecture and no qualified staff with IT experience to evaluate the project’s technical risks.  

Enterprise Architecture is a blueprint for an organization that defines current and future IT 

hardware and software needs, and establishes standards for IT processes.  The FBI had no such 

structure in place and therefore was unable to identify much less mitigate the technical risks of 

VCF.  In addition, the FBI did not have any process in place to even identify the types and uses 

of IT assets it already owned as a part of the risk mitigation process (United States Audit Report 

05-07 22). 

Executing  
(Governance: Resource Management, Performance Measurement; Decision: IT Infrastructure) 

 
Project execution was poor throughout the VCF project.  FBI upper management was 

not kept apprised of project problems, project managers were unaware of scope and cost 

changes, and project workers did not have task outlines or goals.  In addition, the project had 

no review points to allow managers and workers to compare the progress of the project with 

the expected timetable.    

Project managers, staff, and contractors were poorly selected and managed (United 

States Review 31).  The initial project concept was developed by the director of the FBI, who 

had no IT experience and who had never led a project of such scope and importance.  He then 

appointed a program manager with no IT background and no management experience, who in 

turn selected a project manager that was a field agent with no management, IT, or contract 

management skill.  The project team consisted mainly of field agents with none of the requisite 

skills for determining software needs and no idea how software development occurs (Goldstein 

40).   
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In addition the project had no continuity in management, with 5 different CIOs and 10 

different project managers over the course of the 4 year project in what amounted to a 

management change every 3.2 months (United States Audit Report 05-07 41).  If VCF had had a 

project charter, management plan, and work breakdown structure, the constant staff changes 

would have affected the project minimally.  Instead, each new project manager had to review 

the bits and pieces of whatever project elements had been left by previous managers and then 

attempt to bring under control a project that was failing badly (United States Audit Report 05-

07 44).  Failing to adequately manage the people resources of the project goes hand in hand 

with financial management, both if which fall under the Resource Management domain of 

governance. 

Financial mismanagement of the project was apparent, as costs were not monitored or 

controlled, resulting in missing equipment and undocumented payments that totaled nearly $7 

million.  Additionally the VCF project cost estimates ballooned from $14 million to more than 

$200 million over the course of the project due to the lack of defined goals and requirements 

and inadequate financial controls (Knorr 2).  Finally, the VCF program was so poorly 

documented and designed that a planned reuse of the code for the upcoming Sentinel project 

was discarded, resulting in more than $105 million in useless software code (United States: 

Audit Report 05-07 50). 

Controlling and Monitoring  
(Governance: Performance Measurement, Value Delivery; Decision: Business Application Needs) 

 
Monitoring and controlling a project involves measuring progress, minimizing and 

monitoring deviation from the plan, and taking corrective action if the project is off plan or out 

of phase, and limiting external pressures to the project.  Measuring progress for the VCF project 
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was an impossibility since there was no defined project plan to begin with and since 

requirements were evolving and being defined even as the due date for the final rollout of VCF 

approached (United States Audit Report 05-07 79).There was also no mechanism to minimize 

deviation from the plan, because the project requirements were so fluid and uncontrolled that 

it was impossible to discern a deviation from an original specification.  External pressures were 

harder to control, since the FBI is a governmental organization and must respond to 

congressional and Department of Justice oversight. 

And respond it did; the agency’s IT capabilities, ongoing projects, and IT structure were 

investigated more than 100 times over the course of the project.   Responding to the 

investigations required upper management and the few qualified IT personnel at the Bureau to 

spend time creating and presenting reports instead of managing the VCF project.  Of course, as 

demonstrated there was not much of a plan to manage in the first place, so the impact of the 

investigations on the viability of the project is difficult to determine.  The NRC did suggest that 

instead of constantly auditing the FBI, the money spent could have been better utilized 

recruiting and training qualified project managers and IT staff (United States Review 47). 

Performance Measurement and Value Delivery were equally difficult to measure as a 

result of the project mismanagement.  How could the agency measure performance when 

there were no standards or requirements to measure it against?  More importantly, how could 

the Bureau determine the value of vendor work when those vendors had no obligation to give 

their assigned tasks anything more than a “best effort”, a vague and certainly debatable 

standard, to begin with?  By the time the project was underway the FBI had no realistic way to 
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actually determine where the project was headed and subsequently no way to control its 

direction. 

In addition to the lack of controls on outside vendors, internal controls seemed non-

existent as well, partially due to the confusion in the project (United States Review 48).  Trilogy 

had no defined requirements from the outset of the program, and no blueprint for completion 

(Goldstein 41).  Aside from the obvious effect this would have on controlling external vendor 

actions in relation to the project, without a project plan the FBI had no process to measure 

performance internally as well.   

A milestone provides project participants with a marker for determining the status of an 

ongoing project and appears in every phase of a project.  Milestones are determined as part of 

the complete project plan (Schwalbe 215).  Without a complete project plan and milestones to 

judge progress, the FBI was wandering blindly through the project, expecting the end result to 

be successful.  In the end, it was a $170 million disaster. 

 

Closing  
(Governance: Value Delivery, Strategic Alignment; Decision: IT Investment and Prioritization) 

 
The VCF project was never closed in a project management sense.  Closing a project 

usually involves having the stakeholders and customers sign off on the completed project and 

acknowledging that the project products and services meet organizational needs, thus bringing 

the project to an orderly end (Schwalbe 114).  Instead, VCF was cancelled by congress and the 

FBI was sent back to the drawing board to develop a new case management program 

(Greenemeier).   
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That said, there are lessons to be learned.  As outlined, the FBI never had a plan that 

was strategically aligned to the Bureau’s stated missions: criminal investigation and 

counterterrorism.  Both missions require the ability to collate, analyze, and disperse 

information in an efficient and orderly way.  The initial VCF plan, had it been successful, would 

have still left dozens of case management programs out of the development loop, leaving a 

staggering amount of data inaccessible to agents in the bureau (United States Review 27).  The 

result would have left the FBI vulnerable to a mistake similar to the pre-9/11 missed report that 

might have led to the interception of the terrorists that attacked the World Trade Center and 

other sites (Eggen and Witte A02).  In this sense, the FBI would have accomplished nothing 

strategically or tactically with the first inception of VCF. 

Furthermore, the FBI never had a grasp of the value of such a system, or how it would 

affect the organization both legally and operationally.  Without determining how the program 

would aid the agency in its mission, there was no way to determine whether the project was 

actually worth undertaking in the first place.  Although the FBI had identified the need, it had 

not identified what processes drove the need and as a result could not develop a plan that 

addressed the technical, operational, and strategic processes that would benefit from VCF. 

From a decision making standpoint the FBI almost seemed on track with its IT 

investment needs.  In 1999 the FBI submitted a report to congress detailing several areas of its 

IT infrastructure that needed upgrading.  The report expressed a need to modernize network 

components, desktop and server hardware, and telephone lines.  However the report lacked an 

overall prioritization plan, and did not include an architectural blueprint for managing the 

proposed system upgrades (United States Audit Report 03-09 5).The result was the Trilogy plan, 
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which attacked all major areas of the planned upgrade without consideration of how the parts 

of the project would interact and function, finally causing a project failure of massive 

proportions. 

IRS Tax Systems Modernization Project/Business Systems Modernization Project 

 The IRS Tax Systems Modernization (TSM) project was, ironically, conceived to replace a 

previously scrapped IRS modernization that was, further irony, an offshoot of yet another failed 

project (Davis 57-59).  When TSM was declared no longer feasible by Congress and several 

reviewing agencies, including the National Science Council, the General Accounting Office, and 

the IRS Congressional Oversight committee, the IRS was directed to restructure the project 

plan.  The result was Business Systems Modernization (BSM).  The two projects must be 

considered together because BSM is essentially a reworking of the TSM plan to include facets of 

the organization other than IT systems and support.  The BSM project contains a reworking of 

several ailing, canceled, or paused sections of the initial TSM effort as well (Bozeman, 

Government 16-19). 

  IRS modernization initiatives failed twice prior to the ambitious 1990 launch of TSM.  

The first failure, a late 1970’s push by the Carter administration to update ailing computer 

systems, was canceled over privacy concerns.  In 1983 the IRS tried again with a program called 

Tax Systems Redesign (TSR), a $225 million effort to upgrade data processing in IRS service 

centers.  The project led to the well-known service center meltdown in 1985, in which a janitor 

reported finding unopened mail in the trash cans at the IRS’s Philadelphia service center that 

contained payments to the government in excess of $300,000.  The problems with TSR provided 
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the drive for a newer, better system that would eventually be envisioned as Tax Systems 

Modernization (Davis 58). 

 TSM was almost epic in scope, with more than twenty separate technical areas of the 

IRS organization undergoing upgrade, new software changes, and new procedures.  The 

following table provides some insight into the range and scope of TSM as envisioned, with 

program names and acronyms provided for reference.  

List of Tax Systems Modernization Projects 
 

Automated Criminal Investigation (ACI) 
Automated Inventory Control System (AICS) 
Automated Litigation Support System (ALSS) 
Automated Underreporter (AUR) 
Corporate Accounts Processing System (CAPS) 
Counsel Automated Systems Environment (CASE) 
Corporate Files on Line (CFOL) 
Check Handling Enhancement Expert System (CHEX) 
Case Processing System (CPS) 
Corporate Systems Modernization (CSM) 

Document Processing System (DPS) 
Electronic Filing (EF) 
Electronic Filing (test project for Cyberfile) (ELF) 
Electronic Management System (EMS) 
Integrated Case Processing (ICP) 
Integrated Collection System (ICS) 
Mirror Image Acquisition (MIA) 
Optical Character Reader System Replacement (OCRSR) 
Service Center Recognition/Image Processing System 
(SCRIPS) 
Service Electronic Research Project (SERP) 
Totally Integrated Exam System (TIES) 

Taxpayer Service Advanced Workstation (TSAW) 
Taxpayer Service Integrated System (TSIS) 
Worldwide Management System (WMS) 
Source: Bozeman, Government 18 
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What should stand out in this list is perhaps the fact that it is incomplete.  Most of the 

projects above had sub projects or parallel projects attached or dependent on their success, so 

in fact TSM actually consisted of more than 40 separate projects throughout the IRS agency 

(Philcox).  In the end, the project was conceived as a set of integrated projects designed to 

leapfrog the IRS to modern technical levels at a cost of $8 billion over ten years (United States 

Interim 1-4). 

 As the project progressed, it met its first publicized hurdle: a General Accounting Office 

(GAO) report released in 1993 criticized the nation’s accountants for failing to account for more 

than $300 million in TSM related expenditures (Bozeman, Government 9).  After that the 

project related failures began to appear, one after the other.  The Electronic Filing (ELF) system 

was suspended and ultimately terminated after concerns about the project planning, vendor 

selection, and contract negotiation were reported to Congress by the GAO (GAO/AIMD-96-140 

6-10).  The Corporate Accounts Processing System (CAPS) project was also suspended after a 

GAO investigation determined that the system, designed to resolve corporate tax problems 

more quickly, was poorly planned and executed and did not adhere to current IRS standards for 

project development (GAO/AIMD-96-106 14).    

The Service Center Recognition/Image Processing System (SCRIPS) project was 

terminated due to poor project planning and, in the end, the fact that the planned hardware 

portion of the project simply did not exist in a form adequate to handle the task.  The GAO also 

determined that SCRIPS functions were being duplicated in another part of the TSM project – 

the Document Processing System (DPS) (GAO/T-IMTEC-92-15 3-6).  It is noteworthy that shortly 

after SCRIPS was canceled, the DPS project followed suit after trial runs showed that the system 
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wasn’t functioning at acceptable levels and probably never would.  The results of the trial run 

proved to be the final straw for TSM and the entire project was cancelled shortly thereafter, 

followed by a mandate from congress requiring the IRS to come up with a new modernization 

plan (Bozeman, Risk 17).  That plan was Business Systems Modernization.  

 The after action reports on the TSM initiative were universally dismal; The 

congressionally established IRS Oversight Board finding that the project had no clear goals, no 

definitive deliverables, and no IRS staff or contractor accountability for failure to meet 

deadlines. (Varon 2)  Other concerns were brought to light by the National Research Council 

and included concerns about the extreme complexity of the project, poor vendor co-ordination, 

and lack of technical experience within the IRS.  The NRC team members questioned the ability 

of the IRS to complete the program at all (United States, Final 11-16).  With these concerns in 

mind, the IRS and Congress attempted to redesign the project from a traditional IT 

Management perspective, installing a new CIO as well as a new IRS director, both with 

significant private sector business experience.  The new director, Charles Rossotti, was the first 

IRS commissioner in history who was an expert on business rather than taxes, and his tenure 

was expected to result in sweeping changes at the IRS (Varon 1). 

 The project began to collapse almost as soon as it began.  The organizational culture at 

IRS was such that many mid level managers were resistant to the proposed change, despite 

having a program that was more than forty years old as the primary interface for customer tax 

data (United States, Final 4).  The project team for the modernization program was maintained 

as a distinct unit, separate from the operations staff that maintained the legacy systems, 

creating a stark divide between the operators and the “fair haired folk” on the BSM team, 
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creating an atmosphere of distrust and hostility between the two groups (Varon 3).  In addition, 

the primary vendors on the new contract did not develop implementation plans for the project, 

nor did the IRS develop any procedures for the vendors and IRS staff to follow in relation to the 

project.  Lastly, many of the mid level managers in the primary business units at the IRS were 

left of out the planning loop for the new software (Varon 3). 

 Leaving the operators out of the loop proved to be disastrous.  One of the largest 

components of the project, the Customer Account Data Engine (CADE), was designed to act as 

an interface for the aging Master File application, updating the master database as changes 

were made in CADE.  When it became apparent to the project managers that CADE would miss 

its deadline, the cause of the problem turned out to be the actual software code that would link 

the two systems.  In essence, the contractor (IBM) had written the main program, but never 

assigned staff or other resources to the most critical component, called middleware, that would 

allow the two systems to communicate and trade data.  Executives at the IRS had approved the 

development plan for CADE despite the fact that the plan was incomplete, and offered no 

estimates for the middleware portion of the project.  Further, the vendor had not been in 

contact with the technical staff at IRS who ran the Master File system, the only IRS staff 

members could provide data and schematics to allow CADE and Master File to communicate 

with each other (Varon 4; United States GAO-01-717 26). 

 In retrospect, almost any of the nearly twenty initiatives in the BSM Project could have 

fit the criteria of the CADE failure.  The Document Processing System (DPS), initially scrapped 

under TSM was reinvigorated under BSM, but was unworkable from the start. The hardware 

that scanned the tax returns into the system did not work properly and instead of being able to 



 

IT Governance in Federal Project Management 40 

place the promised stacks of 100 tax returns in the scanner bin for processing, the employees 

could stack no more than 8.  Loading more forms into the scanner would jam the system.  In 

addition, the newly reworked software for DPS required employees to make additional 

keystrokes.  Between the poor scanners and additional keystrokes, the new automated system 

actually scanned fewer total tax returns than the nearly forty year old original system which 

required more data entry (Bozeman, Government 19-20). 

Throughout the course of both TSM and BSM, the GAO, NRC, and others released report 

after report detailing problems inherent at the IRS that would prevent the projects from 

succeeding.  The 1991 GAO assessment of the then upcoming TSM project contains many of the 

same recommendations found in another GAO progress report on BSM issued a decade later 

(GAO/l-IMTEC-91-18, GAO-01-562T).  The 1991 recommendations include: 

1. Articulate a clear vision for the modernization plan.   
2. Address key planning components. 
3. Address technology risks. 
4. Establish a strategy to recruit, train, and retain staff with technical skills. 
5. Fix accountability for all activities. (GAO/l-IMTEC-91-18 2) 

 

As of the 2001 report the wording had changed, but reflected the same concerns.  GAO made 

recommendations that fell in line with standard IT management practices: 

1. Establish a clear enterprise architecture management plan. 
2. Establish a system life cycle management program.  
3. Implement management controls to assess and mitigate risk. 
4. Implement a human capital management program to strengthen project management 

weaknesses.  
5. Implement investment management with regard to IT decisions (GAO-01-562T 4). 
 

After a decade of recommending and then reiterating good IT management practices the 

GAO essentially has defined the needs of the IRS in terms of IT Governance, and its 
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recommendations touch on each of the five project management phases, governance domains, 

and governance decisions with eerie precision. 

 
Initiating:  
(Governance: Strategic Alignment; Decision: IT Principles) 

 
 The IRS began the TSM/BSM initiative with a good overall business case and plan for 

modernization, though it failed in two of the most critical aspects of the initiation phase of 

project management (GAO/AIMD/GGD-98-54 4-5). One of the first questions in planning a 

project is to determine whether the endeavor can be managed as a single project, or should be 

broken up into a series of smaller projects that contribute to the overall goal (Schwalbe 87-88).  

The TSM/BSM initiatives each consisted of several dozen small projects, many of them 

interrelated and in some cases, duplicated effort.  A good approach to initiating the project 

would have included a more thorough review of the individual elements of each sub project to 

determine which projects were most useful to the agency in the short term.  Had the IRS had a 

strategic plan in place, the projects could have been verified as necessary and organizationally 

aligned.  Further, the IRS had no consistent IT principles for the organization, meaning that 

projects were handled as independent actions at the local organization level.  Such an 

arrangement contributed to the difficulty of managing the project (GAO/AIMD/GGD-98-54 6). 

The requirement for a clear enterprise architecture management plan is part and parcel 

of strategic alignment for an organization, and the fact that GAO was still recommending an 

architecture plan after a decade shows that the TSM/BSM projects failed in this respect.  While 

the overall initial plan may have seemed good, it lacked reasonability in several key respects: 
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1. The schedule was extremely unrealistic, with the initial plan designed to develop 

systems architecture over the course of a decade (GAO/l-IMTEC-91-18 8).  Moore’s 

law describes the trend in the computer industry that states generally that the 

processing capacity of processors doubles every two years (Moore).  The feasibility 

of implementing a system over the course of a decade when processor, disk, and 

storage capacities change so rapidly suggests a serious lack of technical knowledge 

on the part of IRS management. 

2. The 40-odd projects that made up the TSM/BSM had no central oversight, resulting 

in duplicate efforts (e.g. SCRIPS/DPS).  The result was a system that met neither 

current nor future needs at IRS.  It is unreasonable to assume that more than 40 

individual project areas will proceed apace without stepping into areas where 

duplication may occur. 

3. Despite knowing in advance that the IRS did not have the technical knowledge or 

staff to implement most of the projects, IRS management proceeded anyway, 

expecting outside contractors to fill the void until IRS management teams could be 

recruited to take over the projects (Bozeman, Government 10-12). 

In the end neither TSM nor BSM managed to meet the current or future needs of the IRS 

despite the disbursement of more than $4 billion on TSM and $2 billion on BSM.  The lack of a 

strategic plan played havoc with IRS project staff, vendors, and general staff with the result 

being the massive failure of the project as a whole(GAO/L-IMTEC-91-18 2-6).   

 
 
 



 

IT Governance in Federal Project Management 43 

Planning  
(Governance: Risk Management; Decision IT Architecture) 

 
 The project plan contained many of the elements of good planning, including project 

timelines and milestones for most of the initiatives outlined in the program.  The most 

important failure in the planning stage was to develop a realistic time line.  TSM was planned to 

take effect over the course of a decade and would end up touching every aspect of the IRS 

organization, from how paper was handled to how phone calls were directed.  It was, in short, a 

complete overhaul of how the agency worked (Anthes).  Both TSM and BSM called for the 

projects to develop over 10 years, an unrealistic timeframe in a fast moving, technological 

society.  By the end of the project IRS staffers would be using hardware and software that was 

already a decade old, making most of the resources effectively obsolete given the pace of 

technological change. 

 Further complicating the project planning environment, risks were not identified nor 

managed correctly in two key areas.  The first risk is whether personnel are qualified to lead a 

project.  In the case of TSM the answer was no.   The initial project leader for TSM was a lifelong 

tax attorney with no IT experience and minimal management experience.  IRS upper 

management understood this, and effectively directed the project manager to allow the 

vendors to determine the scope, needs, and end products of the TSM initiative.  In effect, the 

IRS handed control over to the vendors without having in place any personnel capable of 

evaluating their plans, representing one extreme in their project management thinking.   When 

TSM was reformed into the BSM project the IRS went to the other extreme, hiring experienced 

IT managers who did not have any idea how the IRS did business.  Although the IT managers 

could evaluate the technical feasibility of the projects, they lacked any useful context with 
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which to judge whether the projects would fit into the business architecture of the IRS (Varon 

5-6). 

 The second primary risk was the complexity of the task.   In essence TSM was a 

technological answer to organizational problems that had no basis in technology.  Instead, 

many of the process problems and issues with efficiency in the IRS result from the stultified 

culture at the IRS, which generally discouraged innovation and risk taking in any form.  This 

resulted in an organizational resistance to change, which in turn caused problems in the 

adoption of TSM and BSM initiatives throughout the agency (Varon 7; Bozeman, Government 

41).  Managers and staff were not eager to see systems and processes that had been in place 

for four decades modified or eliminated as a result of the projects. 

Executing 
(Governance: Resource Management; Decision: IT Infrastructure) 

  
The execution phases of the many TSM/BSM projects all shared several common points 

of failure.  In the grossest sense, IRS upper management disregarded repeated warnings about 

their ability to define, much less execute, a project of such scope.  In 1995 and 1996 the GAO 

issued reports stating that the IRS organization had serious technical and management 

weakness that if not corrected would lead to the ultimate failure of the project (GAO/AIMD-96-

75 6; GAO/AIMD-95-156 14).  IRS executives ignored the warnings and negotiated a series of 

contracts with vendors and outside agencies to begin providing elements of the projects, often 

in violation of both IRS policies and federal guidelines for contract awards (GAO/AIMD-96-140 

7). 

 Communication of project expectations to IRS staffers and middle management suffered 

as a result, sowing confusion and dissent among all levels of the IRS organizational structure.  
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The project plans for both TSM and BSM were incomplete and failed to take into account much 

of the organizational needs of the IRS, causing further uncertainty in how the projects would be 

managed and controlled.  Communication issues went both ways.  One project was delegated 

to staffers at the Austin service center for planning.  When the plan was submitted to the 

national office the response was, in effect, “that’s nice.  Here’s what you’re really going to do” 

(Bozeman, Government 34).  These frustrations led to what amounted to a revolving door of IT 

leadership throughout the initiative (Bozeman, Government 20). 

Controlling and Monitoring the Project  
(Governance: Performance Management; Decision: IT Infrastructure) 

 
 The IRS upper management approach to project management was literally seat of the 

pants, with no set plans or objectives and very little idea of how to actually achieve success.  

Managers in functional areas rarely interacted, even when projects fell across functional lines.  

While upper management controlled some high level aspects of the project, there was no 

central authority, meaning that project deliverables were changed, there were no fixed delivery 

dates, and general project management was non-existent.  In essence, both upper 

management and middle management were learning how to control and manage projects on 

the fly, and had no way to determine if their processes were working until something went 

disastrously wrong (Bozeman, Government 45).  

 The lack of central authority and control meant that performance on projects was not 

measured regularly or completely.  If a milestone slipped, no one was there to ask why, and no 

one in the IRS seemed to care (Varon 9-10).  Certainly others did, including Congress, which 

established a commission specifically to monitor TSM and later BSM (United States: National 

Commission 8).  It did not seem to help.  In the words of one TSM middle manager, “What they 
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had under TSM was a litany of unrelated projects not being managed with any engineering or 

management discipline. Nobody knew how to manage projects. The idea was that if we have 

enough projects and enough money, maybe things will work out. IRS leadership didn’t know 

what was going on or even want to” (Bozeman, Government, 36). 

Closing  
(Governance: Value Delivery; Decision: It Investment and Prioritization) 

 
TSM/BSM was never formally closed in a project management sense.  After TSM was 

declared to be headed for utter failure, Congress ordered the IRS to reevaluate the plan and 

come up with something that incorporated stronger contract management skills, better 

organizational discipline, and better standards for IT architecture and control.  BSM was 

supposed to be that plan, but it was later terminated, and congress required a more specific 

plan, essentially one that would serve to modernize both the IT systems and IRS business 

processes (GAO/l-IMTEC-91-18 8).  

That the IRS did not manage value delivery seems apparent given the expenditure of 

funds versus the actual return.  Of the 40 projects actually envisioned as part of TSM/BSM only 

two, the web portal application and the E-File system, actually met originally stated objectives 

and were deployed (Holden 6).  But the largest aspect of this project failure was a complete 

disregard for the principles of IT Investment and Prioritization.  While the IRS upper 

management and consultants seemed capable of determining what needed to be done, they 

had no idea how to do it.  TSM/BSM was a huge endeavor, but instead of planning it in stages 

the IRS took a shotgun approach, launching all 40 sub projects at once, even though many of 

the projects depended on the success of other projects before significant progress could be 

made.  This “do it all and do it now” approach contributed to the collapse of the projects.  An 



 

IT Governance in Federal Project Management 47 

undertaking so large requires discipline in its approach, but there was none at IRS and the end 

result was billions of wasted dollars and a primary tax system that still runs on 1960s 

equipment that is so obsolete it “loses” more than $50 billion in tax revenue yearly (Anthes). 

Discussion 

 There has been much research and discussion about why and how both the FBI and IRS 

projects failed.  Much of the criticism is focused on the organizational culture of both agencies 

(FBI: United States: Interim 8-20, Eggen and Witte A01-04; IRS: Bozeman Government 32;  

United States National Commission 18).  While culture may well have played a role, it was not 

the dominant factor for either project failure. 

 In the FBI Trilogy project the largest failure came under the heading of risk 

management, a breakdown that may come from the Bureau’s policy of zero tolerance for 

security risks, which is more a form of risk avoidance than risk management.  The thinking 

behind the security arrangements for field agents (e.g., using public libraries for investigative 

research) is an excellent example of attempting to manage technology without a proper 

appreciation of the complexities of IT management.  On the one hand, there is a real fear of 

data loss to people outside of the FBI chain of command, but the solution is a bury-your-head 

kind of philosophy.  A manager familiar with technology would be aware of and able to 

implement secure virtual private networks, file encryption strategies, and other types of data 

security arrangements that would allow agents to work both securely and comfortably from 

their office.   

But recall that Trilogy had two other components that did succeed.  The rollout of a new 

network system among all field offices to provide high speed data communications was on time 
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and budget, and is currently meeting communication needs well (United States Audit Report 

03-0915 15).  The replacement and upgrade of desktop and server hardware throughout the 

agency was also completed largely on time and on budget.  This shows that the FBI certainly has 

some capability to effectively manage projects, and indeed the agency does.  In both cases 

these phases of the Trilogy project were managed by and interdisciplinary team of FBI 

personnel with both operational and technical backgrounds, and both phases succeeded 

(Anthes).  However, by putting its qualified personnel in charge of these two areas of the 

project, the FBI left what was arguably the most difficult and risky part in the hands of 

neophytes with no appreciation of the complexity surrounding software development, a clear 

failure in resource management.   

 While the culture at the FBI was certainly a contributing factor to the problems 

encountered with the design and planned rollout of VCF, the decisions made by upper and 

middle level management played a much stronger role.  From the beginning, FBI upper 

management made poor decisions about technology, and consistently placed unqualified 

personnel in the places most likely to cause problems.  The decision to integrate only a few of 

the many case tracking programs, allowing the vendors to dictate design and usage 

requirements, poorly negotiated contracts, the failure to create a solid project plan – all of 

these decisions were made and implemented by staff who were unable to grasp the technology 

they were attempting to manage.  

The IRS organizational culture also contributed to the problems experienced by the 

managers of the various projects, but it was not the sole deciding factor, as is shown by one of 

the rare project success of TSM/BSM: E-file.  E-file was a program designed to let individual 
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taxpayers file tax returns electronically and serves as an excellent example of what IRS 

management failed to do with respect to the remainder of the TSM/BSM project.  The project 

members for E-file were given a clear mandate and clear project goals.  Team members were 

recruited from all affected areas of the enterprise and centralized under a single project 

manager, who had the authority to manage the project, controlled the budget.  Further, the 

manager encouraged communication among participants (Holden 16).  Research and 

development teams consisted of both IT and organizational professionals with a good grasp of 

both technological limits and organizational goals.  The end result was a system utilized by 

more than 57% of private taxpayers in 2006, and a project that was on time, on budget, and 

organizationally aligned (Holden 9).  In short, a team of qualified people with interdisciplinary 

skills managed to achieve success while the rest of the project failed miserably. 

If organizational culture is not the driving factor in the failure of TSM/BSM, then the 

next likely culprit seems to be upper managers (and middle managers) that quite simply did not 

know what they were doing.  It may seem like a trite analysis, but provides an excellent reason 

to consider technical project management from an interdisciplinary perspective, as the 

TSM/BSM projects suffered from both managerial and technical mismanagement. 

Managerially the TSM/BSM project was an utter failure.  The projects were not 

communicated throughout the organization, leaving most of the workforce totally ignorant of 

coming changes.  IRS executives were unfamiliar with federal procedures for awarding 

contracts to vendors, resulting in violations in federal law with respect to several development 

contracts (GAO/l-IMTEC-91-18 22; GAO/AIMD-96-140 18).  IRS officials also used Freedom of 

Information Act exemptions to hide embarrassing facts about the ongoing project failures from 
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the public and press (United States National Commission 28-31).  Finally upper management 

ignored repeated advice from both internal and external sources in respect to project 

management challenges and technical difficulties. 

 The failures extended to the IT management discipline as well.  In effect, executives with 

no knowledge of technology were making technological decisions (or contracting those 

decisions out) and operating in a vacuum.  No thought was given to project selection or 

prioritization during TSM/BSM.  Instead, the effort was considered as an all or nothing affair.  

Undertaking 40-plus IT projects at once in an organization that acknowledged its lack of 

technical expertise seems overly ambitious and poorly thought out.  To further add to the 

problems of TSM/BSM, little thought was given to the enormity of the timeframe.   A 10 year 

project plan is ludicrous given the pace of technological advancements in the marketplace.  In 

the end, the technical management of the projects was as dysfunctional and unqualified as the 

managerial side. 

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research 

 This analysis provides evidence that interdisciplinary training can effectively enhance 

the success of information technology projects in the federal government.  Further study is 

needed with respect to how best to encourage interdisciplinary learning among employees and 

management.  Other areas of study should include organizational culture with respect to 

evolving technology and selection of upper management with requisite management and IT 

management knowledge.  An examination of federal managers who have run effective large 

scale IT projects may provide a better understanding of the skill sets and philosophies used to 

achieve success. 
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 However, both management and IT management are not the only disciplines that can be 

applied to study project failure.  One popular area of project management studies is the impact 

of organizational culture on project success.  Organizational culture is the shared beliefs, values, 

customs, and traditions of an organization and its study draws insights from anthropology, 

sociology, and psychology (Black).   IT Governance is applied organizationally, and any process 

impacting an entire organization seems likely to affect the culture in many different ways.  An 

evaluation of types of organizational culture versus project and business success may provide 

tools or methods for implementing IT Governance while strengthening the organizational 

culture. 

 Another avenue of research is generational.  The 2004 review of Trilogy by the National 

Research Council states: 

The FBI has an important IT resource in its younger agents. The FBI agents now being 
hired are in their late 20’s, and, as with others in their peer group, have been heavily 
exposed to modern forms of information technology for most of their lives. Given this 
fluency with information technology, it is likely that these newest agents will be the 
most enthusiastic about embracing new technologies to enhance their effectiveness. 
(46) 

 
 New workers with different skills may be better able to adapt to an organization that 

has effective IT Governance practices in place, and studies based in the social sciences may 

provide information on how younger workers are learning to function in the technologically 

advanced corporate world.  These younger workers of today will become the upper manager of 

tomorrow, and it is possible that s technology functional manager will become the rule rather 

than the exception.  In addition to sociological and psychological avenues of study, research on 

the effectiveness of interdisciplinary training programs for workers may give evidence or ideas 

for improving worker skills.  



 

IT Governance in Federal Project Management 52 

 Institutions of higher education seem to recognize the need for interdisciplinary training 

already.  More and more often programs for advanced degrees are being touted as 

interdisciplinary in their approach to teaching.  Academics have been suggesting a more 

interdisciplinary approach for nearly twenty years, suggesting the managers receive training for 

all aspects of the organization, including information technology systems (Dunning).  The 

University of Maryland University College offers a Master of Science in Interdisciplinary Studies 

in Management, and Duke University and the University of Miami also offer interdisciplinary 

management tracks (Maryland; Duke; Miami). 

 There is some evidence that governmental organizations are finally beginning to realize 

the value of the operational manager with IT experience.  Recently the FBI has begun taking 

part in two programs that stress interdisciplinary perspectives.  The first, the Intergovernmental 

Personnel Act allows the FBI to “borrow” workers from other agencies and bring them into the 

agency to familiarize them with FBI procedures.  The second program, called Information 

Technology Exchange Program allows the FBI to identify top performers detail them to other 

areas to increase exposure to either operational or IT management skills, depending on the 

origin of the employee.  These employees are generally regarded as potential future upper 

managers, and are trained as such (United States Review 46). 

 The IRS’s parent agency is also beginning to recognize the value of IT Governance and 

interdisciplinary training, or at the very least has been told that it must do so.  In 2007 the GAO 

released a study on IT project selection within the Department of the Treasury and its 

associated agencies.  After more than a decade of identifying and suggesting the various 

components of IT Governance to IRS, the report marks the first time GAO put into words a 



 

IT Governance in Federal Project Management 53 

recommendation that Treasury (and by extension, the IRS) design and implement an agency 

wide IT Governance plan that included the IT Governance Domains of Strategic Alignment, 

Value Delivery, Risk Management, Resource Management, and Performance Measurement to 

better manage IT investments and operations.  It remains to be seen whether the plan 

develops. 

 Of the two, the IRS seems best positioned to begin interdisciplinary training in the near 

term.  It is standard practice in the IRS to shift managers among business units to give them 

experience in all business areas of the organization (Bozeman, Risk 32-34).  It would not take 

much of a change to incorporate rotations into IT units as part of the process, thus giving 

organizational managers the familiarity they need to begin making more effective IT decisions. 

Conclusion 

Whether an agency is governmental or private, it seems that technical knowledge 

blended with an effective business operations sense works well, a conclusion that is supported 

both by the real world success of the hardware and networking phases of Trilogy, the 

development and rollout of E-file, and empirically through research conducted by Lacity (2007), 

Weill, and Ross (2004).  This is not to suggest that technology managers are capable of 

performing miracles in day to day management, nor does it suggest that day to day managers 

must know IT systems backward and forward.  Instead I conclude that organizational success 

will best be achieved in today’s highly technological world by encouraging and training 

employees to become interdisciplinary professionals, skilled both in their organizational areas 

of expertise as well as in IT management and project management.  To do so organizations 

must begin to implement a technology culture within the organization that encourages 
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innovation, cross training, and competency in both operational and technological areas of the 

business.  One of the most effective ways to do so may be IT Governance. 

IT Governance addresses both cultural and managerial concerns about the selection, 

adoption, and use of information technology in an organization.   IT Governance is not just an 

upper management tool, but a way of managing processes throughout an organization to 

encourage careful, competent decision making by the employees most qualified to make those 

decisions.  It is, in effect, a holistic way of managing technology.  In a properly governed IT 

organization upper management makes strategic decisions, for example the decision to 

implement a case management system at the FBI or one of the many TSM/BSM projects at IRS.  

Tactical decisions, such as recommendations about qualified vendors or the selection of what 

software to run or hardware to buy are made by middle managers who have a better 

operational grasp of the technology, and who are also cognizant of the application and 

alignment of technology to organizational goals.  In effect, IT Governance is an effort by the 

entire organization, with processes and procedures in place that encourage the wise and 

effective use of technology to promote business needs. 

 For  IT Governance to be most effective, organizations must have senior managers 

familiar enough with technology to appreciate the complexity of IT projects, who have the 

capability to effectively negotiate contracts with technology vendors, and most importantly, 

who buy into, support, and govern information technology as a business process.   This 

management team should be further supported by middle managers who understand the 

enterprise architecture of the agency as well as the operational side of the organization so that 

effective decisions about project and resource management can be communicated to project 
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managers and executives, resulting in a better chance for project success.  In effect, the most 

effective organizations will have interdisciplinary teams and processes in place.  Implementing 

IT Governance is not a simple process, and governmental organizations have unique needs if 

this business oriented process is to be applied to the government environment.  IT Governance 

requires buy in and commitment throughout the management chain, and is most effective 

when organizations communicate IT objectives to employees in clear and concise ways (Weill 

and Ross 187-193). 

 When this commitment is achieved and implemented, the organization will be prepared 

by default to manage IT projects more effectively.  Each phase of the project plan will undergo 

examination for alignment to business needs and architectural and infrastructure capabilities.  

Projects will be managed accountably, and value will be measured against costs to ensure that 

IT projects meet current and future business needs.  Most importantly, risks will be 

appropriately identified and mitigated prior to the start of the project as well as during the 

project phases to ensure that the project does not deviate from panned objectives.  In effect IT 

Governance becomes the standard by which projects are selected and run, with concrete 

values and deliverables that minimize wasted investment. 

 In conclusion, IT Governance itself is a set of processes for helping organizations 

succeed, but process alone will not solve the problems with IT projects.  Capability and skills are 

the important facets of good IT Governance, and those skills are necessarily interdisciplinary.  

Without organizational and technical knowledge deep enough to understand the complexities 

of IT within the enterprise no executive or group of executives will be capable of effective 

governance.  Without operational managers who are cognizant of how technology helps the 
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business succeed and who are capable of making tactical decisions about technology needs an 

organization will find itself incapable of effectively implementing governance procedures.  If 

managers do not understand how projects are developed and run then projects will remain 

vulnerable to the same risks and outcomes as the FBI Trilogy and IRS TSM/BSM initiatives. 
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