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Introduction: 

The EHR industry is continuing to grow at a rate of 9.3% 

per year since 2009, to a total of $8.8B in 2014 (IBIS 

World).  Several of these projects are struggling and in 

need of recovery. 

 

There is no shortage of literature on the topic of project 

recovery.  A google search on Project Recovery Plan will 

return 15,500,000 results.  Despite this amount of 

work, the failure rate of Healthcare IT initiatives is 

surprisingly high.  In How to Spot a Failing Project, Rick 

Cook finds that 35% of IT projects were successful, 

whereas 19% failed.  The remaining 46% delivered a 

useful product but suffered from budget overruns, 

prolonged timelines, and application feature shortfalls.  

Two major categories of risk confront significant IT 

investments:  strategy failures and implementation 

failures.  The project failure rates suggest that 

management should be more worried about IT 

implementation than IT strategy.  A large number of 

strategies and visions go nowhere or are diminished 

because the organization is unable to implement them.  

Some explanations for this high failure rate include: 

 Lack of Clarity or Purpose 

 Organizational Inertia 

 Organizational Baggage 

 Project Complexity 

 Failure to Respect Uncertainty 

 Initiative Undernourishment 

 Failure to Anticipate Short-Term Disruptions 

 Lack of Technology, Stability, and Maturity 

 

For these reasons, we are often consulted on how to get 

a project back on track.  The below set of steps were 

formed through decades of research and experience in 

recovering these at-risk EHR projects for clients across 

the US.  When your EHR project seems to be spiraling 

out of control, our research has found that by taking a 

step back and walking through these eight steps, the 

project can be redirected and put back on course.   

IT projects that result in 

budget overruns, prolonged 

timelines and application 

feature shortfalls 
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STEP 1: 

RECOGNIZE THAT YOUR 

PROJECT IS IN TROUBLE 

Step 1 – Identify that your project is in trouble 

The hardest step in the recovery effort is to identify 

that a different approach is needed at all.  There is no 

less expensive time to start the recovery project than 

now.  Time to recover and cost to recover are metrics 

that are positively correlated; and, if unchecked, can 

lead to cost and budget overruns in orders of 

magnitude. 

 

Research published in the September 2011 Harvard 

Business Review reported that the average overrun on a 

given IT project was 27% but graphing the projects’ 

budget overruns reveals a “fat tail”— a large number of 

gigantic overages.  These projects, in the fifth quintile, 

which had gone further down the path of failure, had an 

average cost overrun of 200% and a schedule overrun of 

almost 70%. This highlights the true pitfall of IT change 

initiatives: It’s not that they’re particularly prone to 

high cost overruns on average, as management 

consultants and academic studies have previously 

suggested. It’s that an unusually large proportion of 

them incur massive overages.  This highlights the 

importance of identifying the need for project recovery 

early. 

 

Three “canaries in the coal mine” can be used to identify if your EHR project needs a 

recovery plan: 

1. Medical staff are under 50% in favor the project.  A simple survey with a Likert 

Scale measuring satisfaction is a good way to assess this. 

 

2. A quantifiable set of risks and issues are not instantly visible and actively 

reviewed by the Executive sponsors of the project.  The lack of an understanding 

of where risks lie and how they are being mitigated is a significant indicator that 

the project is likely in big trouble. 

 

3. There is no clear understanding of who is responsible for what.  This is a sign 

that something is getting overlooked.  When clear roles & responsibilities and 

accountable personnel aren’t known, this is a sign that that project is in 

trouble. 
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Step 2 - Form a Recovery Team 

Good governance will allow for the fluid analysis and review necessary to move decisions 

quickly and thoughtfully through appropriate stakeholders.  For a recovery effort, time is 

essential, meaning key decision makers must meet often within a structure that allows them 

to review the key topics and make critical decisions. 

 

Key decision makers must implement good governance to review key topics and make critical 

decisions. Good governance will allow for the fluid analysis and review necessary to move 

decisions quickly and thoughtfully through appropriate stakeholders.  

 

This step begins with selecting the recovery management team.  This team will focus solely 

on the recovery project and be responsible for moving the decisions through the governance 

framework.  It is important to select the right participants for the recovery management 

team. Recovering a struggling company or project requires specific skill sets:  the ability to 

maintain composure amongst a set of very vocal and frustrated group of stakeholders, 

tension-easing communication skills, and an ability to manage expectations. 

 

Governance should reflect the flow of discovery and change. Below is a sample governance 

structure that allows for bottom-up discovery and daily communication among work streams 

and stakeholders. Communication is facilitated by weekly briefings and decision making from 

the committees and leadership council. 
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Step 3 - Establish clear priorities 

It is important for the EHR recovery process to establish a clear understanding that we 

cannot do it all at once and we must prioritize what gets attention first.  It is important 

to establish an objective set of definitions for each priority and establish which team will 

be responsible for assigning these priorities.  Each cataloged change needed for the 

recovery effort can then be assigned a matching priority level.  These levels are then 

used to allocate the resources to effort.  

Step 4 - Formalize a process to work on the changes 

Having a defined process for moving changes through the analysis, design review, testing 

and educational changes allows for everyone to see the project progress.  The prioritized 

work efforts can then be viewed in a throughput diagram that gives insight into the 

bottleneck processes.  Below is a sample throughput chart used to measure pace and 

flow through the process, indicating those in the queue to be worked on the left, and 

those complete on the right.  The middle sections inform of the throughput through the 

system to include a higher degree of detail. 
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Step 5 - Define Measurable Goals 

“What gets measured gets managed” – Peter Drucker.  Recovery projects are often 

choked by the frustration that things do not seem to be improving.  Major problems 

persist and there does not seem to be an end in sight.  To properly manage the 

expectations and progress, it is important to establish measurable outcomes. 

 

Two simple graphs, convergence and daily active, can help provide insight into the pace of 

the recovery and areas that need further resource allocation.  The convergence of the 

two graphs provides a log of daily discoveries and daily closures. The linear trend line of 

each data set provides the convergence point — the point where you are consistently 

closing more discoveries than identifying. 

 

265 255

72 60 72

35 31
61

40 43
23

62 73

31

-50

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun July

Opened vs. Closed

Opened Closed Linear (Opened) Linear (Closed)

0

200

400

600

800

1000

12/19/2014 1/19/2015 2/19/2015 3/19/2015 4/19/2015 5/19/2015 6/19/2015

Active Requests



8 

  

Communication Medium Frequency Participants and Purpose 

Leadership Team Meeting Weekly Executive sponsors of the recovery effort 

IT Committee Meeting Weekly IT Department Analysts & Project Team 

Release Team Meeting 2x Month Educators, super-users and work steam team 

All Hands Meeting Weekly All work stream teams, huddle format using scrum method 

Red Team Meeting Weekly Vendor, IT Analysts, Recovery Management Team 

Blue Team Meeting Weekly Vendor, IT Analysts, Recovery Management Team 

Green Team Meeting Weekly Vendor, IT Analysts, Recovery Management Team 

Stakeholder Briefings Meeting Weekly Department/Unit Directors, Recover Management Team 

Newsletter Email Monthly Overall update with recent wins 

Hospital Directors Meeting Monthly Briefing by Recovery Management Team to all Hospital Directors 

MBWA Verbal Daily Walk-through of 1 unit or department for discovery 

Step 6 - Deliver Quick Wins 

In a struggling project, tensions can be high and 

despondency can run rampant.  Planning for and 

creating visible performance improvements will 

garner the support that will be essential when 

tackling more complex problems that lie ahead.   

 

We have found that a good exercise to identify 

quick wins is to assemble the recovery team and 

go through a low hanging fruit matrix — a 2x2 

matrix that scores opportunities across effort & 

impact.  Look to identify those in the lower left 

quadrant and start with these tasks.  Establish 

clinically relevant improvements, resolve, & 

recognize and reward those involved in these 

improvements. 

Step 7 - Over-communicate 

It is important during a recovery project to use every vehicle possible to communicate 

the activities and progress of the recovery effort.  This will be the primary 

responsibility of the recovery management team.  Identification of every existing 

operational and medical staff meeting, with brief, poignant updates on the current 

activities, recent wins and next actions is a minimum. 
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Step 8 – Anchor the changes 

Recovery projects impose a tremendous amount of 

stress and personal turmoil on those involved.  

Often times, the organization will see improvements 

and be tempted to declare victory, disband the 

recovery team, and reestablish business as usual.  

If the changes introduced by the recovery effort are 

not anchored in, we often see organizations slip 

back into old habits.  Therefore, it is an important 

final step to ensure that controls are put in place 

to monitor the intended changes.   

 

Controls for monitoring the ongoing benefit 

realization are managed through a set of 

operational governance structures.  These include 

committee charters for new levels of decision 

making that were not needed prior to the project, 

as well as regular reporting and measuring of the 

benefits.  If these items are not present in the 

existing project scope and management plan, the 

recovery management team would ensure they are 

layered in along with how the organization would 

measure perpetual benefits expected from the 

project. 

 

Conclusion 

There are many reasons why an EHR implementation project can get off track.  As with 

all challenging endeavors, stakeholders have to have a healthy appreciation for the 

factors that can be controlled, those that cannot, and how to tell the difference 

between the two.   

The problems identified can be viewed through a fresh perspective when observing the 

8 steps identified above.  No project is perfect.  By identifying and managing those 

items that are within our control, we can start to take a look at ways to improve the 

chances that our projects will be successful. 

STEP 8: 

ANCHOR THE CHANGES 
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