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Dear Terry 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to provide additional evidence to the Committee following our evidence 
session on 25 May on our briefing 'principles for a digital future: lessons learned from public sector ICT 
projects'. 
 
The committee asked for the following further information: 
 

 how much public money has cumulatively been lost on failed IT projects that have been reported 
on by Audit Scotland? 

 the ‘failure rate’ of public sector ICT/ digital projects in Scotland i.e. the ratio of successful to 
unsuccessful projects; 

 how this compares with the public sector in other countries; 

 how this compares with the private sector in Scotland? 
 
Overall, it is difficult to answer these questions as there is no one definition of a 'failed' IT project, or likewise 
a definition of what constitutes success.  Therefore any information is based on a series of judgements 
about individual projects. 
 
Loss of public money 
 
In our briefing we reported that the Scottish public sector has spent around £4 billion on ICT over the 
past five years. It is very difficult to assess the loss of money from public sector ICT programmes that 
have not met their objectives.  Our reports focus on value for money, reaching judgements on what 
has been achieved for the money spent.  Therefore, we will compare spend and scope against the 
business case, and also review the benefits achieved and forecast.  It is clear from many of the 
programmes we have reported on, the costs have been exceeded and the original benefits not been 
achieved.  However, the programmes have also created some things of value for the organisation to 
take into its future strategy, including detailed business processes, IT architecture and systems, and 
staff knowledge. In some cases, such as the i6 programme, money was recovered from terminated 
contracts. We also need to consider internal spend, as often the staff time that has been spent on the 
programme is substantial but not fully included in the programme cost.   
 
Failure rate of public sector ICT projects 
 
It is difficult to find clear evidence on the 'failure rate' of ICT projects. However, there is some 
evidence that highlights the differences between public sector and private sector ICT programmes 
and the difficulties they face. There is no specific Scottish data for this. 
 

http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/news/audit-scotland-sets-out-lessons-learned-from-public-sector-ict-projects
http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/news/audit-scotland-sets-out-lessons-learned-from-public-sector-ict-projects
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Our briefing highlights a report by the Public Accounts Committee of the Northern Territory in 
Australia.  It highlights that the evidence suggests that it is the public sector which faces the greatest 
challenges in the delivery of ICT programmes compared to the private sector.  It highlights four main 
differences: 

 Political imperatives are a greater issue in the public sector 

 Contract procurement processes may be more onerous in the public sector 

 In the private sector the benefits sought are primarily financial, while in the public sector benefits 
are also measured in terms of the quality of their outcomes 

 The public sector may face greater technical challenges due to the complex statutory and 
regulatory environment for government. 

 
This report also highlighted a global survey from KPMG that found that public sector planning and 
associated practices exceeded that undertaken in the private sector.  However, KPMG found the 
failure rate for public sector projects to be significantly higher (20 per cent).  Reasons suggested 
include: greater complexity in measuring benefits; resourcing issues; undue focus on initial project 
approval and not on project execution and closure. We do however need to consider that there is 
more transparency and public reporting of public sector programmes so these are often the failures 
heard about.  
 
There have been a number of surveys around the world into the 'failure rates' of IT projects; this 
website highlights some recent surveys. 
 
Our briefing also referred to the NAO report Delivering successful IT-enabled business change.  This 
highlighted that public sector programme and project management skills lag behind those of the 
private sector.  They held workshops with IT suppliers and the diagram below highlights the key 
differences between public sector and private sector clients from the suppliers' viewpoint.  The 
weaker rating for public sector bodies may help explain a potential higher failure rate. 
 
 

http://ishare/PABV/PD/Polport/PPL/Digital/Digital_PAC_report_northern_territory.pdf
http://calleam.com/WTPF/?page_id=1445
https://www.nao.org.uk/report/delivering-successful-it-enabled-business-change/
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The Permanent Secretary has previously provided the committee with examples of successful public 
sector ICT programmes across the health and central government sectors.  
 
 
We continue to engage with the international audit community on ICT and digital programmes and 
good practice, and will reflect any messages in our future work. 
 
I hope you find this information useful. 
 
 

 
 
Fraser McKinlay 
 
Director of Performance Audit and Best Value 

http://www.parliament.scot/S4_PublicAuditCommittee/2016_01_18_SG-PAC_response.pdf

