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Abstract. A business decision to abort projects with little or no chance
at succeeding should be made as early as possible. The research on suc-
cess of software engineering projects is fragmented and unorganized,
which makes anticipating outcomes difficult and possibly error prone.
This short paper offers a preliminary insight into success factors related
to project outcomes that can be found at the midpoint of the devel-
opment projects. We conducted a comparative case study where eight
software development projects used the waterfall development method
and four projects agile software development approaches as their primary
development vehicle. Due to the explorative nature of the research, we
conducted these in university settings. The results reveal that signs at
project failure can be seen in the middle of the projects.
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1 Introduction

Standish Group’s CHAOS reports have repeatedly shown dramatic problems in
running software projects successfully regardless of the type of software being
developed. While strong critique has been aimed at the validity on these report
results [7JI1], we can argue that the results are indicative enough to warrant
serious attention. In the case of a software project failure, damage is caused
not only to the project itself but to the products, services, and other business
which are dependent on the project. Not enough emphasis has been placed on
increasing the ability to anticipate the project outcome as early as possible.

Software development of the 2010s is still very much people-oriented. At a
team level, people management requires leading skills, such as motivating, em-
powering, supporting and truly caring for people, which affects project results
[3/16]. However, even a project with unmotivated teams can be successful. In
other words, a single viewpoint is likely to be insufficient when trying to deter-
mine the level of success. While the skills of a project manager and the group
dynamics are critical, so is the direction of a project. Technical competence
without support from the organization, skills in coordination, communication,
or influencing possibilities is risky. A business decision to abort projects with
little or no chance of succeeding should be made as early as possible.
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This short paper addresses this problem domain of coordination, communica-
tion and cohesion, and offers a preliminary insight into success factors related to
project outcomes that can be found at the midpoint of the development projects.
Research on success regarding software engineering projects is scarce and frag-
mented. Critical success factors (e.g. [15]) in software have, however, been iden-
tified but only a posteriori. The same applies to software process improvement
studies (e.g. [I/5]). Our initial findings from an earlier study [10] suggest antic-
ipating project success with high accuracy is possible. In this study, we extend
our research to include modern agile software engineering projects using the
Scrum method.

2 Preliminary Research Model for Anticipating Project
Success

When developing a model to determine a project’s success, the following two
issues need to be addressed: (1) the level of subjectivity in performing the anal-
ysis and (2) which model will be selected as the backbone for the new model. As
stated, the research in this area is fragmented and unorganized. Kitchenham et
al. [13] illustrate this. None of the existing models fit our purposes perfectly. Sev-
eral isolated relationships can be deduced from the literature between a “project
success” and, for example, “actions” of the development teams. These relation-
ships come from several sources with a wide difference in the context where they
were identified. We decided to opt for a different strategy. We treat “all” existing
models as equals and compile a comprehensive mega-model as our preliminary
research model. To meet these needs we have built an all-inclusive questionnaire
designed to include the majority of success relationships drawn from different
reference disciplines. The description of the research model can be found in [9].
For the purposes of the study we present the preliminary research model in Fig-
ure [l with the reference disciplines, theories used and their expected impact.
Due to the very limited space, the references are excluded.

3 Study Setting

The study of [10] showed a possibility of predicting a software engineering project
success, based on a small, qualitative sample. While understanding that the dy-
namics beyond traditional process models is important, we conducted a com-
parative experiment to find out whether anticipation is plausible for modern,
Scrum-based projects. In the experiment, we used the same measurement and
analysis techniques as in the study of [10], except we focused on project success
only.

Our goal is to reveal the key questions (i.e. the most expressive power to reveal
driving and restraining elements) regarding Scrum-based projects. Scoring for
this was done by aggregating the answers of each member within each project.
Then, these project-specific answers were scored by comparing them with the
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Fig. 1. The preliminary research model with the reference disciplines and theories

answers of other projects, question by question. If we perceived something to
have a positive effect on the project success, it increased the project’s driving
score (DRI) by 1 to 7 points. Similarly, issues perceived as a negative effect
increased the restraining score (RES) by 1 to 7 points. An answer can increase
both driving and restraining scores.

The data gathering started in autumn 2007 and spanned eight quartiles. To-
tally, 61 project members were interviewed from twelve projects. In order to
determine whether a particular project was successful, after a project ended,
the customers of each project estimated the success in cooperation with the su-
pervisors. Such a determination for success covers Shenhar’s first and second
dimensions: project efficiency and impact on customer (see [I7]). Due to a pos-
sible evaluation bias, an extra evaluation, called an expert evaluation described
in [I0] and performed similarly, was used to compensate them.

4 Results

We explored how accurately we can anticipate the success of Scrum development
projects. In this and subsequent analyses we keep continuously comparing the
waterfall method results equally to enable continuous reflection on the differ-
ences. Table [I] presents the scaled scores from the interview sessions and their
correlation to the success. Success, in its turn, is presented in Table Bh (see the
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Table 1. The scaled scores of driving and restraining elements for the projects: the
waterfall-based projects (marked with w) of the original study and the Scrum-based
projects (marked with s) of our study. The correlations of these scores to the project
success scores (i.e. avg in Table 2h) are presented.

project
element wl w2 w3 wd wb w6 w7 w8 s9 s10 sll sl12 correlation
DRIw .53 .22 .16 .42 .03 .45 .42 .36 .87
DRIs .63 .48 .42 .39 .13
RESw .86 .66 .75 .92 .39 .80 .86 .86 .93
RESs .78 .68 .61 .82 .93

Table 2. (a) The evaluations of project success after the projects made by expert
evaluator and the projects’ boards (including the customer and the supervisor). w
refers to waterfall, s to Scrum-based project. avg is the average of the two success
scores and is used for the correlation calculations in Table[Il stdev represents standard
deviation. (b) The top 10 lists of the scored questions with the scores (scr). The codes
relate to the preliminary research model (see Chapter 4 in [9]).

project expert board avg stdev

wl .83 .90 .87 .05 DRIs RESs DRIw RESw
w2 .63 .61 .62 .01 code score|code  score|code score|code  score
w3 .57 .95 76 .27 | |[CO-03 24 |PP-05 26 [CO-03 22 |CO-03 21
w4 .90 .84 .87 .04 | [CO-04 24 |CM-0314 |[RS-05 17 |CM-02 11
wb .37 27 32 .07 | [PG-13 22 |PI-0O8 14 |[PG-13 16 |PP-05 11
w6 .83 .96 .90 .09 | [PI-10 22 |CO-03 12 |[CM-02 14 |MF-06 9
w7 .87 .82 .85 .04 | |[CO-12 20 |PG-30 12 |[MF-06 13 |CO-04 8
w8 .60 .82 71 .16 CO-02 18 |CO-05 10 |PI-10 13 |CO-21 8
s9 .76 .75 .76 .01 PG-01a 18 |RS-06 10 |CO-13 11 |RS-06 8
s10 .70 .80 75 .07 | |MF-17 16 |IP-01 8 PG-11 11 |CO-12 7
s11 .62 .76 .69 .10 | |PI-0O8 16 |PP-03 8 PG-14 11 |RS-01 7
s12 73 .84 79 .08 | |[RI-04 16 |CO-12 6 CO-02 10 |PI-10 6

(a) (b)

avg column). The driving element scores for Scrum projects (DRIs) do not corre-
late with project success since the correlation value is only .13. Nevertheless, the
driving scores for waterfall projects (DRIw) correlate strongly (.87). Moreover, a
strong correlation between the restraining elements for Scrum projects (RESs)
and project success (Table Ph) exists (.93). In addition, restraining scores for
waterfall projects (RESw) have as high correlation (.93) as RESs.

The average score avg of the two success scores in Table Bh was used in
calculating the correlations (Table [I) between success and the scores conducted
from the interview.

The strong value of correlation between the restraining scores and success of
Scrum projects (the correlation for RESs in Table[I]) is considered a promising
signal of an accurate anticipation ability regarding project success. The questions
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with their codes are presented in [9]. Table 2b shows the ten most accumulated
scores for positive drivers (DRIs, DRIw) and for negative restraining elements
(RESs, RESw). Each of the lists is ordered based on the number of scores they
received. The RESs and RESw columns in Table Zb are the most appealing due
to their strong correlation (Table [).

5 Summary

We maintain that anticipation provides a valuable tool for business critical soft-
ware projects. Success, in terms of project efficiency and impact on the customer,
can be seen after a project ends. However, an economical tension requires a busi-
ness decision to abort projects with little or no chance to succeed as early as
possible. Without anticipation, these decisions cannot be made until the end.

We found key questions which revealed the most restraining elements in the
projects evaluated in the study. For the waterfall projects, both the drivers
(DRIw) and restrainers (RESw) equally explained the project success whilst
only the restraining elements worked to anticipate success in Scrum projects
(RESs). We found that the less restraining elements there are, the more suc-
cessful the project will be. This is the case with both waterfall and Scrum-based
projects since the correlations for both (RESw and RESs) were .93. Hence, the
key questions for anticipating success in Scrum projects are found in the RESs
column in TableZb. The five most powerful ones are PP-05, CM-03, PI-08, CO-
03, and PG-30. In waterfall projects, the most useful questions in addition to
CO0-03 and PP-05 are CM-02, MF-06, CO-04, CO-21, and RS-06 (see the RESw
column in Table2Zb.). These findings are very similar to the literature, as shown,
for example, in [2B4I6/12]. Lack of communication skills, oral as well as writ-
ten, of experienced engineers in business has been found to be a commonplace
problem [14].

Despite the promising results presented in this paper, they cannot validate the
findings comprehensively. An obvious limitation to the validity of the proposed
findings is the use of students in this study as study subjects. However, it is quite
well established that when one seeks to establish a trend, the use of students is
quite acceptable [18]. Host et al. [8] concluded that students are indeed relevant
when considering experimentation in software engineering. We do not maintain
that our findings are one-to-one with industry but rather that, given the specific
circumstances, we indicate that there may be a trend explaining project success
or failure when a particular set of indicators are searched for.

While the fragmented area of success in SE projects still lacks a holistic model
capable to explain project success comprehensively, the results above are encour-
aging for pursuing the development of such a model. Once successful, this is a
significant cost-saving opportunity for software businesses when applying the
model in practice. The new and revised model visible in Table 2b serves as a
mini-model for practitioner use already at its current state.
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