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Project Risk Management in Smaller Software Teams

“If you are not managing risk, you are managing the wrong thing.”

- Rear Admiral Bill Carson. (Hobbs & Brown, 1987)

Preamble

The reader may find it useful to have an understanding of my background and
motivation to do this work. My experience in the Information Technology domain spans
more than 22 years. It includes many facets of Information Systems practice. For much
of this time | worked in project teams before actually leading them. I have over 10 years
experience in managing projects for various types of organisations. I also have several

years experience in designing project management procedures.

| found that my colleagues and | would often wrestle with similar issues. The same sorts
of project management problems appeared to repeat themselves in different
organisations over a prolonged period of time. These experiences generated my interest
in these issues. | was aware that these were not new problems to either practice or
academia yet the same sorts of issues continued to arise in the field. I pondered whether
academia could be contributing more to the improvement of the practices actually used

by practitioners. Thus | became motivated to do this research.

When | began my studies my knowledge of the current state of the academic literature
was very limited. I completed the equivalent of 3 master’s level papers on background
work into the state of knowledge in the literature before beginning this thesis. This
thesis itself suggests further areas of potential research. My quest for knowledge and

improvement in practices in this important area is an ongoing one.
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Abstract

This thesis investigates project risk management issues in smaller software teams.
Certain gaps in the literature are identified. There is limited literature on what risk
management techniques software practitioners use. The studies that are published tend
to focus on large software teams. This thesis investigates what risks these smaller teams
consider to be important. It also investigates what techniques are perceived to address
these risks and how effective those techniques are considered to be. One of those risks
is found to be of primary importance, yet this risk is not suggested by the project
management literature. This thesis goes on to conduct a more in-depth exploration of

that specific risk in the context of these smaller teams

Interviews were selected as the most appropriate method to achieve the objectives of the
thesis. Nineteen interviews in eight software organisations are conducted to collect data
for this thesis. Three different perspectives on project risk were investigated. Those
were the perspectives of the; service managers, project managers and developers. Hence
a large store of rich information is collated. The results are analysed and a rich set of

information is presented in this thesis.

As a result of this research it is suggested that smaller software teams may find it useful
to consider the 16 risks discussed in this research and how applicable those risks are to
their individual organisation. Service managers may need to do more to raise the
awareness of the importance of risks associated with ‘customer relationship issues’

within their own organisations.

Three risks stood out as areas where future research might be most fruitful. They were;
customer relationship issues, introduction of new technology and unrealistic schedules
and budgets. Risks related to customer relationship issues were of particular
significance and have tended to be over looked in the project management literature. It
is submitted that research into standard project risk management approaches may need
to be combined with business risk management approaches to gain a full understanding

of the risks faced and addressed by these smaller teams.
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