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Why Software 
Implementations Fail
in State & Local Government

Six failure patterns that derail public-sector technology programs—and a 
pre-implementation checklist for the executives who want to change the 
outcome.
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0 3 Executive sponsorship that disappears after kickoff

0 4 Change management as an afterthought

0 5 Budgets and timelines built to win approval, not to succeed

0 6 Software that was never really a fit

+ A pre-implementation checklist for agency executives
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

This Is Not a Technology Problem
State and local government agencies face mounting pressure to modernize—aging legacy systems, citizen 

expectations shaped by consumer technology, and post-pandemic demands for digital service delivery have 

made software implementation no longer optional. Yet the track record is sobering. Across jurisdictions of 

every size, high-profile implementation failures have cost taxpayers billions, disrupted essential public 

services, and eroded trust in government's ability to execute.

This is not a technology problem. It is a leadership, governance, and organizational problem—one that 

requires executive attention from the earliest stages of planning through post-implementation stabilization.

This white paper examines the root causes of software implementation failure in state and local government, 

draws on accumulated field experience across agencies and jurisdictions, and offers a framework for agency 

executives to significantly improve the odds of success.

T H E  C A S E  F O R  E X E C U T I V E  A T T E N T I O N

The Stakes Are High—and the Failures Are 
Predictable
Research consistently shows that large-scale government IT projects fail at alarming rates—with cost 

overruns, scope reductions, or outright cancellations far more common than on-time, on-budget delivery. 

What makes this especially troubling is that the causes of failure are rarely surprising in hindsight. They are 

well-documented, frequently recurring, and largely preventable.

Six failure patterns appear with striking consistency across state and local implementations. Each 

represents a leadership failure as much as a technical one.
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F A I L U R E  P A T T E R N  0 1

Requirements That Were Never Really Known
The most expensive mistake in a software implementation is building—or buying—the wrong thing. In 

government settings, requirements failures take on a distinctive character. Agencies often enter 

procurement believing they understand what they need, only to discover mid-implementation that business 

processes are poorly documented, that different divisions operate under conflicting assumptions, or that 

front-line staff were never meaningfully consulted.

This problem is compounded by the government procurement cycle itself. RFPs are written under time 

pressure, frequently by staff without deep operational knowledge, and reviewed by vendors whose incentive 

is to win the contract—not to surface ambiguity. The result is a signed contract built on a foundation of 

unstated assumptions. When those assumptions collide with reality during implementation, the resulting 

change orders, scope disputes, and delays are often mischaracterized as vendor failure when the root 

cause lies upstream.

W H A T  E X E C U T I V E S  S H O U L D  D O

Agency executives must insist on a rigorous pre-procurement phase—one that maps current-state 

processes in detail, surfaces conflicting stakeholder expectations, and produces requirements that 

have been validated by the people who will actually use the system.

F A I L U R E  P A T T E R N  0 2

Vendor and Contract Management That Breaks 
Down Under Pressure
Government agencies are not experienced repeat buyers of complex software systems. A jurisdiction may 

undertake a major ERP, permitting, or case management implementation once every fifteen to twenty years. 

Vendors, by contrast, do this continuously. This asymmetry of experience places agencies at a structural 

disadvantage in contract negotiation, scope management, and issue escalation.

Common failure modes include contracts that are vague on deliverable acceptance criteria, governance 

structures that lack clear escalation paths, and agency project teams that lack the technical depth to push 

back credibly when vendors propose shortcuts. When projects begin to slip—as they almost always do—

agencies frequently lack the contractual leverage or internal expertise to course-correct before damage 

becomes irreversible.
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W H A T  E X E C U T I V E S  S H O U L D  D O

Effective vendor management requires treating the vendor relationship as a structured partnership 

with clearly defined mutual accountabilities, not as a handoff of responsibility. Agencies need 

dedicated contract management capacity with authority to escalate, and they need independent 

technical oversight that does not rely solely on the vendor's own reporting.

F A I L U R E  P A T T E R N  0 3

Executive Sponsorship That Disappears After 
Kickoff
Leadership engagement in software implementations follows a predictable and damaging pattern: high 

visibility at contract signing, active participation during kickoff, and then a gradual withdrawal as day-to-day 

complexity is delegated downward. By the time serious problems emerge—typically six to twelve months 

into a multi-year project—the executive sponsor has moved on to other priorities, and the project team lacks 

the authority to make the decisions that would get the implementation back on track.

In government settings, this dynamic is intensified by political cycles, cabinet reshuffles, and the sheer 

breadth of demands on senior leaders. An implementation that spans three years may see multiple agency 

heads, multiple CIOs, and multiple project sponsors—each inheriting a project whose foundational decisions 

they did not make and may not fully understand.

W H A T  E X E C U T I V E S  S H O U L D  D O

Sustained executive sponsorship is not ceremonial. It means attending steering committee meetings 

with genuine preparation, making resource and priority decisions in real time, and maintaining 

personal accountability for outcomes even as operational management is delegated. Projects that 

lack this sustained engagement rarely recover from mid-course adversity.

F A I L U R E  P A T T E R N  0 4

Change Management as an Afterthought
Technology is the smallest part of a software implementation. The larger challenge is organizational: getting 

people to work differently, trust a new system, and abandon processes and workarounds they have relied on 

for years. In state and local government, this challenge is amplified by workforce characteristics—longer 

tenure, strong institutional memory, collective bargaining considerations, and, in many cases, genuine 

concern that new systems will eliminate positions or expose performance in new ways.
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Change management is consistently the most under-resourced workstream in government implementations. 

It is frequently treated as a training exercise to be executed in the final weeks before go-live, rather than as 

a sustained organizational engagement strategy that begins at project launch. When end users are not 

involved in design decisions, not given adequate preparation time, and not supported through the transition, 

adoption fails—and a technically functional system delivers no operational value.

W H A T  E X E C U T I V E S  S H O U L D  D O

Effective change management in government requires early engagement of union representatives 

where applicable, visible leadership communication that is honest about disruption and clear about 

rationale, and a support structure that extends well past the go-live date.

F A I L U R E  P A T T E R N  0 5

Budgets and Timelines Built to Win Approval, 
Not to Succeed
Government IT projects are frequently under-scoped at inception—not through negligence, but through 

incentive. Initial cost and timeline estimates must survive a budget approval process in which optimistic 

projections are more likely to advance than realistic ones. Vendors have an incentive to buy in at a low price 

and recover margin through change orders. Agency sponsors have an incentive to present a project as 

affordable and achievable. The result is a plan that is structurally set up to fail before work begins.

Contingency budgets are inadequate or non-existent. Timelines do not account for procurement delays, 

government hiring cycles, or the operational disruptions that accompany any major system transition. When 

the inevitable occurs—a missed milestone, a scope gap, an integration failure—there is no buffer, and the 

project enters a crisis mode from which many never fully recover.

W H A T  E X E C U T I V E S  S H O U L D  D O

Realistic planning requires independent validation of vendor estimates, explicit contingency 

reserves, and leadership willingness to present governing boards and legislatures with honest 

projections even when those projections are harder to approve.
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Software That Was Never Really a Fit
One of the most consequential—and least discussed—failure patterns in government software 

implementation is the fit gap: the distance between what a software platform was designed to do and what a 

specific agency actually needs it to do.

This failure is closely related to poor requirements definition, but it is meaningfully distinct. An agency may 

understand its requirements perfectly and still select a platform that does not inherently support them. 

Enterprise software vendors market their products as configurable, scalable, and government-ready—and in 

many cases they are, for the jurisdiction or process model that shaped their original design. But state and 

local government is not monolithic. A permitting platform built around one state's regulatory structure may 

embed assumptions about workflow, fee calculation, inspection sequencing, or public notification that bear 

little resemblance to how a different municipality operates. A case management system designed for a 

county human services agency may reflect that state's eligibility rules and organizational structure in ways 

that are invisible until implementation is already underway.

The result is a phenomenon that project teams often describe as 'standard going custom.' What was 

procured as a configurable off-the-shelf solution gradually reveals, during discovery and design sessions, 

that its native process model does not match the agency's operating reality. Each gap requires a decision: 

change the agency's process to match the software, extend the software through customization, or accept a 

workaround. In practice, agencies—particularly in government, where processes are often codified in 

statute, regulation, or labor agreements—have limited flexibility to change how they operate. Customization 

becomes the default answer, and with each customization, the implementation grows more complex, more 

expensive, more time-consuming, and more difficult to upgrade in the future.

This dynamic is frequently invisible at the point of procurement. Demos are conducted using the vendor's 

reference data and optimized scenarios. References are provided from jurisdictions where the fit was 

favorable. Proposals emphasize configurability without being specific about what configuration can and 

cannot accommodate. By the time the true fit gap is discovered, the contract is signed, the vendor is 

mobilized, and reversing course carries a cost that most agencies are unwilling to absorb.

Avoiding this failure pattern requires a more rigorous pre-procurement evaluation than most agencies 

conduct. Structured fit-gap analysis—comparing the software's native process model against the agency's 

documented requirements before selection—should be a standard procurement step, not an optional one. 

Reference checks should specifically target agencies with similar jurisdictional characteristics, regulatory 

environments, and organizational structures, not simply agencies of similar size. And agency leaders should 

treat vendor claims of configurability with skepticism until validated against specific business scenarios 

drawn from the agency's own operations.
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W H A T  E X E C U T I V E S  S H O U L D  D O

When a material fit gap is discovered after contract award, the decision framework changes but the 

discipline requirement does not. Executives must insist on a structured evaluation of each gap: 

whether process redesign is feasible, what customization will truly cost over the life of the system, 

and whether the aggregate of gaps calls the vendor selection itself into question. These are difficult 

conversations—but far less costly when held early than when held after go-live.

B E F O R E  T H E  C O N T R A C T  I S  S I G N E D

A Pre-Implementation Checklist for Agency 
Executives
The window of greatest leverage in any software implementation is before the contract is signed. Executives 

who treat pre-implementation rigorously—as a discipline in its own right—are far more likely to lead projects 

that deliver. The following checklist reflects the minimum standard of readiness that should be confirmed 

before procurement begins.

01   Requirements & Business Readiness

☐ Current-state business processes have been formally documented for all in-scope functions

☐ Key stakeholders across divisions have been engaged and their requirements reconciled

☐ Front-line staff who will use the system have been meaningfully consulted

☐ A clear statement of desired future-state outcomes has been approved by executive leadership

☐ Known process exceptions, workarounds, and edge cases have been inventoried

02   Procurement & Contract Discipline

☐ The RFP includes specific, measurable acceptance criteria for each major deliverable

☐ A structured fit-gap analysis has been conducted comparing vendor process models to agency 
requirements before selection

☐ Reference checks have been conducted with agencies of comparable size, jurisdiction type, and 
regulatory environment

☐ Contract includes enforceable milestone-based payment terms

☐ Dispute resolution and escalation procedures are explicitly defined

☐ An independent technical advisor has reviewed vendor proposals and cost estimates

☐ Vendor claims of configurability have been validated against specific agency business scenarios

03   Executive Sponsorship & Governance

☐ A named executive sponsor has been designated with a defined role and time commitment

☐ A steering committee with decision-making authority has been constituted
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☐ A governance charter defines how scope changes, budget adjustments, and escalations will be handled

☐ Succession planning for sponsor continuity across political transitions has been addressed

04   Change Management Planning

☐ A change management lead has been assigned at project initiation—not at go-live

☐ An internal communications plan covering all affected staff has been drafted

☐ Union or labor relations engagement has been initiated where applicable

☐ A training strategy with adequate lead time before go-live has been developed

☐ Post-go-live support resources have been budgeted and scheduled

05   Budget & Timeline Realism

☐ An independent cost validation has been conducted on vendor estimates

☐ A contingency reserve of no less than 20% has been included in the project budget

☐ The timeline accounts for government-specific delays: procurement cycles, hiring, and legislative 
approvals

☐ A go/no-go decision framework has been established for each major project phase

☐ Executive leadership has been briefed on realistic risk scenarios, not only the base-case plan

C O N C L U S I O N

Leadership Is the Variable That Matters Most
Software implementations do not fail because technology is hard. They fail because organizations are 

complex, incentives are misaligned, and leadership attention is finite. In state and local government, these 

dynamics are intensified by procurement constraints, political cycles, and workforce characteristics that no 

technology vendor is equipped to manage on an agency's behalf.

The agencies that succeed share a common profile: executives who remain engaged beyond kickoff, 

requirements processes that surface hard truths before money is committed, vendor relationships managed 

with discipline and independent oversight, change management investments that match the scale of the 

organizational disruption, software selected through rigorous fit-gap analysis, and budgets built to succeed 

rather than to be approved.

None of this requires extraordinary resources. It requires deliberate leadership—and the willingness to treat 

implementation governance as a core executive responsibility, not a technical function to be delegated.
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W H E R E  D J S C  C O M E S  I N

Three Ways to Start
Each engagement is fixed in scope and ends with a written recommendation your team can act on, whether 

or not DJSC stays involved.

B E F O R E  Y O U  C O M M I T

Transformation 
Readiness Assessment
2–4 weeks

Governance and operating-

model review, fit-gap analysis, 

procurement readiness and a 

delivery roadmap—the checklist 

in this paper, worked through 

with your team before budget is 

committed.

W H E N  I T  F E E L S  O F F  
T R A C K

Program Health Check
2 weeks

An independent read on scope, 

schedule, vendor performance 

and software fit, with 

stakeholder interviews and a 

prioritized recovery plan briefed 

to executives.

T O  S E E  I T  T H R O U G H

Delivery Leadership 
Retainer
Monthly

Fractional program leadership, 

governance cadence and 

vendor oversight that carry the 

initiative through adoption.

A B O U T  D J S C

Turning strategy and technology into dependable outcomes

DJSC, LLC is an independent transformation advisory firm. From readiness to recovery to sustained 

delivery, DJSC helps organizations make technology work for the people they serve—across the public 

sector, financial services and the enterprise.

DJSC leadership brings 25+ years across Big 4 consulting, global financial services and systems integration. 

The work centers on the disciplines that decide whether an implementation succeeds: program governance, 

vendor and contract oversight, requirements and fit-gap analysis, organizational change and hands-on 

delivery. DJSC is platform-independent: recommendations follow mission, people, process and outcomes, 

not a product agenda.

Results include rescuing a $30M+ permitting modernization for a top-10 U.S. city, where permit turnaround 

fell by more than 40%, and stabilizing a CRM program for an international security vendor—outcomes driven 

by governance, staffing and change discipline rather than technology alone.

Planning a major initiative—or worried about one already 
underway?
Start with a 30-minute conversation with Donald J. Schier, Founder & President.
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