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How to Reduce Risk
in IT Projects

If you only consider one type of risk, then you’re headed toward 
project failure.

Most software projects are 
unsuccessful.  According 
to studies by the Standish 

Group, in 2002 only 34% of Informa-
tion Technology (IT) projects were 
completed on time and within budget, 
15% of software projects were aban-
doned altogether, and $55 billion was 
wasted on abandoned projects and 
cost overruns.  Those statistics are bad 
enough, but in fact they represent an 
improvement over earlier study results. 
In 1994 the Standish Group found 
that only 16% of IT projects were 
completed on time and within budget, 
and a huge 31% of software projects 
were abandoned, for a total waste of 
$140 billion.

Obviously, IT projects are risky, 
but in this white paper I’ll tell you how 
you can reduce that risk.  I’ll start by 
using a simple example of a project.  
Then I’ll apply the ideas from the 
simple project to more complicated 
IT projects.

The Sample Project

For a sample project I’m going 
to use a project that has nothing to do 
with Information Technology.  People 
have different expectations for IT proj-
ects, and I want you to fi rst think about 
projects without considering IT.  In our 
sample project – deliberately made as 
simple as possible – our objective is to 
carry ten 20-pound cannon balls across 

a plank from the roof of one building 
to the roof of another.

Let’s start by defi ning what we 
mean by risk.  What kinds of risks are 
there in this simple project?  Before 
you read any further, stop for a min-
ute and think about the risks that you 
would expect in such a project.

Here are three examples of some 
of the risks associated with this proj-
ect:

Accidentally dropping the cannon 
balls off the side of the building 
Falling off the plank
Getting the cannon balls to the other 
side but failing to meet some other 
business requirement

What other risks did you come 
up with?  As you read further, see if 
you can fi gure out what type of risk 
they are.

The First Type of Risk

The fi rst example – accidentally 
dropping the cannon balls off the side 
of the building – is a type of risk I’ll 
call “the uncertainty of good things 
not happening.”  This type of risk is 
directly related to the achievement of 
project objectives; if you drop cannon 
balls off the side of the building then 
the cannon balls don’t make it to the 
roof of the second building.  To reduce 
this type of risk,

Increase the certainty (the prob-
ability) of the good things happen-

•

•
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•
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ing, or
Make the good things better.

One way in which we can in-
crease the certainty of good things 
happening is to use a simpler process, 
like a plank with a v-shaped groove 
in the middle so the cannon balls can 
be rolled across, and you don’t have 
to carry them.

One way in which we can make 
the good things better is to build a 
permanent process to move the cannon 
balls if this turns out to be an ongoing 
need.

The 2nd Type of Risk

Falling off the plank is a second 
kind of risk, one I’ll call “the uncer-
tainty of bad things happening.”  This 
is the risk of things that interfere with 
project success, but which aren’t di-
rectly related to the achievement of 
project objectives (my falling off the 
plank doesn’t necessarily affect the 
cannon balls).  It’s more diffi cult to 
anticipate this kind of risk, but it’s im-
portant to try.  You should brainstorm 
possible things that could go wrong, 
and after you generate a long list of 
possibilities, go back through your list 
and fi gure out which bad things are 
more likely.

To reduce this second type of 
risk,

Reduce the uncertainty (the prob-
ability) of the bad things happen-
ing, or
Make the bad things not so bad.

In our sample project, here are 
some ways in which we can reduce the 
uncertainty of bad things happening:

Widen the plank
Install side rails on the plank
Pick a different building that’s 
closer (shorter plank)

•

•

•

•
•
•

Wear shoes with good traction

And here are some ways in which 
we can make the bad things not so 
bad:

Pick two buildings that are shorter 
so the fall isn’t as bad
Install a safety net under the plank
Wear a safety harness anchored to 
the roof

The 3rd Type of Risk

The third kind of risk – getting 
the cannon balls to the other side but 
failing to meet some other business re-
quirement – is the risk of not doing the 
best thing for the business.  This risk 
is often forgotten in project planning, 
but it can be the death of any project.  
To reduce this type of risk,

Find out what the best thing for the 
business is, and then do it, or
Make the best things for the busi-
ness even better.

Here are some ways in which we 
can fi nd out what the best thing for the 
business is, and then do it:

Get a better understanding of the 
underlying business requirement to 
ensure that the solution is a good 
fi t: ask why they need cannon balls 
anyway
Find out how long your company 
will be using cannons, and tailor 
your project solution accordingly

One way to make the best things 
for the business even better is to con-
vince your company management 
that missiles are a better solution than 
cannons.

•

•

•
•
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Other Common Project Issues 
that Increase Project Risk

You can also increase the risk in 
a project by doing stupid things.  Here 
are some examples:

Unnecessary enhancements.  For 
example, you must juggle the can-
non balls as you carry them across 
the plank.
Unnecessary constraints.  For ex-
ample, you must move the cannon 
balls in the dark of night.
Scaling up the project beyond the 
solution.  For example, it’s not just 
10 cannon balls – it’s 10 million 
cannon balls.

These examples may be overly 
simplistic, but this type of behavior 
is very common.  And it’s diffi cult to 
recognize unless you’re looking for it 
throughout the project.

The Hardest Risks

The hardest risks to deal with 
are the ones that are embarrassing or 
politically incorrect, because you don’t 
want to acknowledge publicly that 
you’re thinking these things — even 
though they could sink your project.  
For example, “I’m afraid of heights,” 
or “some of the project team members 
are going to leave,” or “the project 
sponsor is unsupportive.”

Applying What We’ve Learned 
to IT

OK, so how many of you have 
had to move cannon balls across a 
plank lately?  Not many, so let’s apply 
this to the real world of Information 
Technology (IT).  In the following 
tables, I’ll give you some real-world 
equivalents for each of the risks I men-
tioned with the sample project.

•

•

•

I n c r e a s e  t h e  c e r t a i n t y
of good things

Sample Project Any Project
Use a simpler 
process, like a 
plank with a v-
shaped groove

Clarify the 
project 
objective, and 
don’t let the 
objective specify 
the solution

In our sample project, the word 
“carry” was part of the objective, but 
the real objective was just to get the 
cannon balls from one place to another.  
Often we’ll fi nd that the wording of an 
objective unnecessarily focuses us on a 
particular solution.  But don’t assume 
that this solution has to be used.  Try to 
uncover the real objective, and redefi ne 
the project as required.

Make the good things better

Sample Project Any Project
Build a 
permanent 
process to move 
the cannon balls

Consider the 
context into 
which the 
project will be 
implemented.  
How can you 
make things 
better for the 
business in the 
long run?

Often there is a rush to do a proj-
ect, and in the panic of getting started 
no one thinks about the longer-term 
implications of the objective.  Some 
projects have “throw-away” solutions; 
the result won’t be used too many 
times, and a short-term least-effort 
approach is appropriate.  Other proj-
ects may sound like they’re solving a 
small, short-term problem but when 
you dig deeper you discover that there 
is a long-term need for a better, more 
sustainable solution.  It’s important for 
you to fi gure out which type of project 
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you’re dealing with and to choose your 
solution accordingly.

Reduce  the  uncerta inty 
of bad things

Sample Project Any Project
Widen the plank Make 

allowances for 
error in your 
plan

Install side rails 
on the plank

Use proven 
techniques; 
have fault-
tolerant 
equipment

Pick a different 
building that’s 
closer (shorter 
plank)

Break the 
project up into a 
series of smaller 
deliverables

Wear good 
shoes

Use proven 
tools

It’s always safer to do a project in 
a series of smaller verifi able steps than 
to attempt to use a “big bang” approach 
in which there are large amounts of 
effort and/or time expended without a 
verifi able result.

It’s also important to limit the 
number of unknowns in a project.  
Having inexperienced people use new 
unproven tools to achieve a radical ob-
jective is too risky for most projects.

Make the bad things not so 
bad

Sample Project Any Project
Pick two 
buildings that 
are shorter so 
the fall isn’t as 
bad

Try unproven 
technology on 
a less important 
project

Sample Project Any Project
Install a safety 
net under the 
plank

Have 
contingency 
plans to mitigate 
the risk

Wear a safety 
harness 
anchored to the 
roof

Have “trigger 
events” that 
will cause 
contingency 
plans to be 
invoked

Many project managers tend to 
regard risk as black or white – it will 
happen or it won’t.  But risk is a grey 
area, and even if something bad hap-
pens, steps can be taken to minimize 
the impact of the bad thing on the 
project.  Risk mitigation is a subtle art 
that’s a key part of successful project 
management.

Find out what the best thing for 
the business is, and then do it

Sample Project Any Project
Get a better 
understanding 
of the under-
lying business 
requirement 
to ensure that 
the solution is 
a good fi t.  Ask 
why they need 
cannon balls.

Make sure 
the project is 
truly what the 
business needs.  
Are there better 
things to spend 
the resource 
on?

Find out how 
long your 
company will be 
using cannons, 
and tailor your 
project solution 
accordingly

Adjust the scope 
and quality of 
your solution to 
match the real 
need

This is one of the toughest things 
for a project manager to do: question 
the need for the project.  But even a 
“successful” project is a failure if the 
project shouldn’t have been done in the 
fi rst place, so it’s important that some-
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one ask the tough questions.  Think 
about things from a high-level business 
perspective.  Is this the project that 
should be done right now?  Is this the 
best thing for the business?

Make the best things for the 
business even better

Sample Project Any Project
Convince 
your company 
management 
that missiles are 
a better solution 
than cannons

Look at things 
from the point of 
view of benefi ts 
instead of 
features.  Does 
this project 
offer the most 
benefi t to your 
company?

Often a project is chosen based on 
a set of business assumptions that may 
be incomplete, out-of-date, or biased 
by the personal views of the people 
championing the project.  Think about 
the business assumptions and how the 
success of the project will be impacted 
if they change.  Should the nature of 
the project be revised to anticipate 
those possible changes?  Or should the 
project be changed to a “throw-away” 
project, with everyone knowing that its 
benefi ts are only temporary?

Other common project issues 
that increase project risk

Sample Project Any Project
Unnecessary 
enhancements: 
juggle

Keep the project 
focused on the 
real objective.  
Push back at 
requirements 
infl ation.

Sample Project Any Project
Unnecessary 
constraints: do it 
in the dark

Ask why.  If 
there is a 
real business 
problem, then 
solve it.

Scale up the 
project beyond 
the solution: 10 
million cannon 
balls

Watch out for 
unspoken future 
requirements 
that will 
invalidate your 
project solution.

Remember: Requirements aren’t 
“gathered”—they’re negotiated.  
There’s nothing forcing you to say 
yes to project requirements that will 
increase your risk without providing 
any substantial business benefi t.

Similarly, it’s important to ques-
tion any volume or quantity assump-
tions that will have a signifi cant impact 
on the project solution.  It’s better to 
plan for possible volume increases (or 
decreases) now than to try to react to 
them later.

Hardest Risks to Deal with

Sample Project Any Project
I’m afraid of 
heights

Explicitly deal 
with emotional 
reasons why 
this project 
could fail (e.g., 
lack of user 
commitment, 
strong sense of 
“not invented 
here”)

Some of the 
project team 
members are 
going to leave

Turnover will 
happen in most 
projects.  Have 
contingency 
plans for key 
resources
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Harwell Thrasher is an author, 
speaker, and coach specializing in the 
human side of Information Technol-
ogy.  His workshops show IT people 
and their non-IT customers how to 
work together to make more effective 
use of technology.

See more on Harwell’s web site 
at www.makingITclear.com, or call 
Harwell at (770) 331-6979.

This document is licensed for use 
by a single individual.

Sample Project Any Project
The project 
sponsor is 
unsupportive

Reconsider 
whether the 
project ought to 
go forward if it 
doesn’t have the 
right support.  If 
necessary, “fi re” 
your project 
sponsor to 
ensure success

They’re called “hardest risks” for 
a reason.  It’s very diffi cult to bring 
these kinds of risks up in a discussion 
with executives.  But whether or not 
they’re discussed openly, the risks ex-
ist, and some plan should be made to 
deal with them.

Conclusion

By using a simple, non-IT sample 
project, I’ve shown you the three kinds 
of project risk to anticipate and reduce.  
Unfortunately, most projects only ad-
dress the fi rst type: the uncertainty 
of good things not happening.  As a 
result, these projects are more likely to 
fail because of the unaddressed risk of 
bad things happening or the risk of not 
doing the best thing for the business.  
Add in unnecessary enhancements, 
unnecessary constraints, and occasion-
ally scaling up a project beyond the 
solution, and it’s a wonder that any 
projects ever fi nish on schedule and 
under budget.  And when you consider 
that most projects fail to deal with 
embarrassing or politically incorrect 
risks, it’s a miracle that any project 
ever completes at all.

Don’t let your project fall victim 
to uncertainty.  Anticipate all types 
of risk, and come up with appropri-
ate contingency plans and mitigation 
strategies.  Your project will be far 
more successful, and you’ll be the star 
of your organization.


