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Abstract - This research paper investigates the interaction between top management support and project success. Top 
management support has generally been considered an important critical factor for the success of Information System 
projects and is an area that has high impact on project success. However, previous studies have shown that senior 
management in the IT sector are not aware of this and as a result, pay more attention to conventional technical and project 
management critical success factors that have a low impact on project success than previously thought. It provides evidence 
that top management support is the most important critical success factor for IT projects and is not just one of the factors. 
The findings are proven via investigating project management literature and the critical success factors on Information 
Systems project success. 
 
Index Terms - Benefits Realization, Critical Success Factors, IT Enabled Business Projects, Management Information 
Systems (MIS), Top Management Support 
 
I. INTRODUCTION 
 

he importance of top management support has been 
discussed and recognised since a long time in the IS 
literature [10] [11] [12] [13]. Despite this, IT 
professionals and researchers have both focused their 
attention on critical success factors that could be more 
directly managed [14] and controlled and have paid 
little to no attention to top management support as 
being an equally or more important critical success 
factor [15] [16] [17]. 
 
Ever since the advent of management information 
systems, top management support has been 
considered necessary to fully exploit the benefits of 
information technology systems but has barely been 
effectively practiced and infact, has been religiously 
ignored. In 1968, Rockwell [1] argued that “a good 
MIS must begin at the top with the chief executive 
offer”. One year later, [2] Freeman (1969) suggested 
to top managers that they “take an active personal 
interest: learning what advantages the computer can 
offer their organization, recruiting 
 
talented specialist for the technical staff, encouraging 
communication and interaction between technical and 
’line’ personnel, and putting the new system to use in 
their own daily activities" . In 1972, Adams [3] 
claimed that "the successful implementation of an 
MIS depends on the active and informed participation 
of executive management". 
 
Management support, rather than hardware, software 
or technical expertise, has been recognised as the 
missing ingredient in the recipe for successful IS 
projects [4]. It has also been observed that the top 
management is not well informed about how they 
should provide support to an IS project. Despite the 
fervent calls for top management support and 

instinctive evidence in IS literature, little is known 
about the required top management support processes 
and hence, the managerial guidance framework is not 
very well developed [11]. The general management 
and the business concepts are not new, but the 
application of these concepts in the information 
systems area is still under development as IS area is 
constantly evolving [6]. 
 
Top Management has been urged to improve the ways 
they manage their current IS development efforts. The 
management concepts being recommended include 
viewing information systems as a business within a 
business, managing the project resources via a 
committee, developing strategic plans for IS project 
development, adopting the contingency approach to 
management and analyzing the organization’s project 
portfolio [7] [10] [13]. The problem lies with the fact 
that current Top Management Support practices are 
failing to have a significant impact on the behaviour 
of the top management (boards and top managers), 
thereby giving the top management the freedom to 
provide or withhold their support. 
 
Clearly, it is time for top management to get off the 
side-lines. There is a need to link information systems 
to business strategy to ensure that the business 
strategy is developed whilst keeping in mind the new 
information technology environment [14] [17]. The 
top management must become more informed, 
energized, involved and engaged with the information 
systems projects than before. Developing an active 
framework for top management support and 
engagement is highly desirable and needed in 
organizations of any size [1]. 
 
This paper investigates the issue of Top Management 
Support from the perspectives of the most relevant 
stakeholders (boards and top managers). The paper 
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addresses the fundamental issue about the importance 
of top management support and how it influences 
project success. To manage the scope, the paper has 
studied Top Management Support in context of 
Information Systems (IS) projects only [8] [9]. 
 
II. METHODOLOGY 
 
A methodological review of past literature is a highly 
critical step for academic research. The literature 
review approach was used as the preferred method for 
conducting research as this approach is deemed most 
appropriate for understanding the current IT project 
management practices, how to evaluate IT project 
success, the different success criteria as well as the 
influence of project management support for 
delivering a successful project. A range of academic 
publications, journals, & case studies were analysed, 
synthesized, and evaluated to investigate the 
interaction between top management support and 
project success. 
 
III. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
Over the years, a range of methodologies have been 
developed and practised to address technical issues 
and project failure factors [5] [18]. The adoption of 
these strategies and methodologies has increased 
rapidly over many decades but their extensive use has 
not led to a reduction in Information System project 
failure rates, it has rather been inconsistent [19] [20]. 
It has been found that common approaches to be of 
little use and of limited practical utility in coping with 
Information Systems project problems while others 
have complained that they are not useful enough 
against the objective measures of performance such as 
business profitability [21] [22] [23] [24]. 
 
Since long, it has been advocated that Information 
System projects tend to fail more often due to 
organizational issues rather than technical issues. 
However, majority of Information Systems 
researchers and practioners believe it is the 
technological or engineering concept which is the 
problem and end up wasting millions of dollars each 
year by making the same mistakes [25] [26] [27]. 
Defining project success is extremely critical and a 
notable barrier to project progress is the lack of well-
defined definitions of project success or failure [28] 
[29]. It is essential to recongise and understand the 
difference between project success and project 
management success. Project success is about 
realisation of business benefits while project 
management success is achieved if the project is 
delievered on-time and on-budget [30] [31]. Few 
clearly recongise this fundamental difference while 
for others the story is quite different. This has resulted 
in many Information System projects being 
considered a failure since business benefits could not 

be realised (even when the projects were on-time and 
on-budget) [32] [33]. 
 
There is no strong correlation between project 
management success and project success [34] [35]. 
While project management success is an operational 
concern and is of little interest to top managers, it can 
attract critical attention if a project is highly over-time 
and over-budget that it nullifies the business benefits 
[36] [37]. On the other hand, project success is about 
being able to identify and realise the correct business 
benefits. This has a direct correlation with effective 
corporate governance from a top management level 
perspective [38] [39] [40] [41]. Additionally, the core 
objective of corporate governance is to achieve an 
above average performance [40] [41]. It is also 
essential to focus on change and benefits 
management. It usually takes a long time for business 
benefits to be realised from an Information System 
investment, thereby, a majority of the benefits of an 
Information System investment are realised after a 
project team has been dissolved [42] [43] [44]. This 
further indicates that project success is the key 
responsibility of top business managers rather than the 
project manager. 
 
Literature also provides evidence that if top 
management can sustain their vision and mission 
about what has to be achieved, then they would be 
able to realise more business benefits in future [45]. 
However, these insights are rarely put to practice in 
real life. Research has shown that since decades the 
top concern for Information System directors has been 
to meet project deadlines and additionally, top 
managers have largely not paid any attention on the 
realisation of benefits [8] [46-52]. Research bodies 
have tried identifying factors that are required for 
project management success, known as the critical 
success factors. Conventionally, top management 
support has been recongnised as one of the many 
critical success factors, despite this its importance has 
been underestimated in the past [14] [53] [54]. 
Research also suggests that continued high failure rate 
indicates that the very essence of the top management 
support problem has not been captured and realised. 
In the past, the Standish Group [55] had listed 10 
critical success factors for project success, which have 
been widely cited and have been constant with 
academic research work. A research carried out by 
Young and Jordan [44], summarised those 10 critical 
success factors into 5 main themes weighted 
according to the importance suggested by the Standish 
weightings, they are as follows: 
1. “Project Methodologies (35) - which includes 

clear statement of requirements, proper planning 
and setting smaller project milestones. 

2. User (25) - which includes user involvement and 
ownership. 

3. Top Management Support (16) 
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4. High Level Planning (13) - which includes setting 
realistic expectations, having a clear vision and 
clear objectives. 

5. Project Staff (11) - which should ideally be 
competent, focussed and hardworking. “ [44] 

 
It is very essential to different between the project 
success and project management success factors to 
avoid Information Systems project failure in future 
[44]. A research condusted by Young and Jordan 
summarised literature on the top management support 
advice by scope and success criterias for the top 
managers [44]. It is interesting to note that most of the 
research papers and articles offer advice about Top 
Management Support are targeting IS in general and 
IS projects and none of them focus on IS functions 
because that being a specialist area than being a top 
management concern [44]. On the other hand, many 
articles adopted criteria for success that might not be 
of direct interest to the top managers, criterias like - 
user satisfaction, project management success and 
technical quality. Few papers provide examples of 
casual models of how Information Systems delivers 
value to an organisation [56-62]. 
 
Garrity [10] recommended that “top managers must 
devote time to the IS project in proportion to its cost 
and potential to impact, the plans must be reviewed 
constantly by top managers and they must follow up 
on results. The top management problems involved 
with integrating computer systems must be facilitated 
with the management process of the business. [10]” 
 
Few researchers have encouraged top management to 
“actively identify and focus investment on the most 
strategic areas for the organisation “[11] [44] [63-65]. 
On the other hand, few researchers have emphasised 
on the need to ensure that delivering of anticipated 
benefits is the responsibility of the operational 
managers [76] [77]. Sharma and Yetton [62], 
highlighted upon the need for “management meta-
structuration” [44]. It was found that [44] with an 
increase in task interdependence in a project, the 
instituitional context barriers increased and they can 
be overcome by - “new support structures, new 
performance control systems, new coordination 
mechanisms and lastly, change in performance goals. 
[44] [62]” Beat [68], in her research, said that “top 
managers as project champions are sometimes the 
most important precursor to successful 
implementation because of their ability in bring about 
organisational change”. Morton [69] later identified 
the project champion skills to be - “encouraging 
public opinion, reconciling stakeholder conflicts, and 
winning the hearts and minds of the project team” 
[44]. 
 
Over the years, little has been done to gather these 
insights in a proper systematic way and even today, 
research articles are being written and getting 

accepted about “ top management support for change 
as a lesson learnt [44] [70].“ 
 
IV. SUMMARY OF LITERATURE 
 
The literature suggests that one of the main reasons 
why top management support is usually ignored is due 
to the fact that top managers don’t know the best (and 
the most useful) way to recognise good advice [44]. 
Another interesting key insight from the project 
management literature is that the top priority for top 
managers must be to focus on realisation of benefits. 
This also aligns with demands of corporate 
governance. However, the literature research done on 
top management support doesn’t focus on the 
realisation of the business benefits. Some research 
papers also indicated that the benefits and the role of 
top management support has not been put in spotlight 
because it would potentially result in technical experts 
losing their power [71] [72]. 
 
The ramifications of this are very significant as board 
and top managers are dependent on the advice they 
receive [44] [73]. In one research study, a senior 
board member made the evaluation that with 
technically skilled elite people, the only three things 
one can be sure of are - nothing would ever get 
finished on time, the cost would always be vastly 
more than predicted, the business benefits would 
never be realised and the project would never do what 
it was promised to do [44] and [74]. This viewpoint is 
very severe and is notable because it indicates that it 
failed to distinguish between project management 
success and project success and declares that future 
advice must be reliable. 
 
Insincere support has been given to the need for Top 
Management Support in the past, despite this there are 
still many instances of successes. It would be 
unsuitable to suggest major changes in the current 
practice unless a stronger evidence supports that the 
current practices pertaining to Top Management 
Support are wrong in its emphasis. Therefore, it is 
very critical to evaluate whether challenging the status 
quo is justifiable or not [44]. 
 
V. CASE STUDIES ANALYSIS 
 
A research conducted by Young and Jordan [44], 
explored and evaluated the importance of Top 
Management Support against other commonly used 
Critical Success Factors. The research defined top 
management support as - ‘devoting time to the 
Information System program in proportion to its cost 
and potential, reviewing plans, following up on results 
and facilitating the management problems involved 
with integrating ICT with the management process of 
business.’ The study attempted by them assumed the 
above activities to be undertaken by a senior 
management official i.e project sponsor, the CEO and 
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also the other senior managers. The study used 
Critical Success Factors as a lens to understand the 
intricate organisational phenomena encircling 
Information System projects. Five projects were 
analysed wherein five key critical success factors 
were proposed to evaluate these organisations [44]: 

1. Project Methodology 
2. User Involvement 
3. Top Management Support 
4. High Level Planning 
5. Project Staff 

 
While one project was successful, another project 
failed and three projects were less successful than 
intended. The summary being presented in Appendix - 
Table 1 [44]. 
 
The research suggested that Top Management Support 
is the most important Critical Success Factor because 
few projects stopped making progress when the top 
management didn’t provide adequate support or when 
the project sponsor resigned [44]. 
 
This further supports the hypothesis of this research 
paper that Top Management Support is indeed the 
most important critical success factor. The 
quintessence of top management support is related to 
successful decision-making process to manage risks 
and also to effectively authorize the changes in 
business processes. The top managers must work in a 
collaborative manner with the project sponsors to 
effectively authorize business process changes, make 
decisions and also mitigate project risks. The CEO 
must also willingly engage when the project sponsor 
is not able to resolve issues or lacks the authority to 
make influential business decisions [44]. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
This paper provides evidence from past research 
studies carried out, that Top Management Support is 
the most important critical success factors needed for 
project success. This provides further support to a 
previous suggestion that says Top Management 

Support is a ‘meta-factor’ that encloses other critical 
success factors [44]. 
 
This is also an interesting finding as it discredits the 
weightings suggested by Standish previously [55]. 
The literature review and case study analysis also 
suggests that project staff is not the most important 
factor needed for project success. The quality of 
project staff recruited is related to the quality of top 
management support provided.  The case studies 
research carried out by Young and Jordan [44] also 
supports that - user involvement, high-level project 
planning and project methodologies are not the most 
important critical success factors needed for project 
success. These factors are not perilous when looked at 
from a top management perspective [44]. Top 
managers play an important role in resolving user 
priorities issues and other conflicts. 
 
It is also important to note that organizations don’t 
invest in Information System projects to just be on 
time, on budget and satisfy users, but they invest in 
these projects to realize the core business benefits 
[44]. Realization of business benefits is the 
responsibility of senior management and project 
sponsor or champions who are supported by the CEO 
and the top management team [44]. Project managers 
are not solely responsible for realizing business 
benefits because they usually leave once the project 
has been delivered and are not present when the 
business benefits are realized. 
 
This has remarkable consequences for boards, senior 
management and project management practitioners. 
Board and top management must accept that they 
have the highest influence on the success or failure of 
a project. It further implies that expert technical 
advice has less impact on project success as 
previously believed because support is needed from a 
business perspective rather than from a technical 
viewpoint. Lastly, it is important for project managers 
must allow the projects to focus on project success 
rather than project management success even though 
they themselves are not responsible for realization of 
business benefits and outcomes. 

 
APPENDIX 
 

Table 1 below represents the summary of case histories by critical success factors as analyzed by Young and Jordan [44] in their 
research: 

CSF Failure Partial Success Success 
 TechServ TechMedia ABS Agency SkyHigh 

3. Top 
Management 

Support 

No sponsor, no 
CEO 

involvement no 
top manager 

interest 

Strong sponsor, 
CEO not 
involved 

enough, some 
top managers 
involved but 

one very 
passive 

Sponsor 
resigned, CEO 

passive, top 
managers 
passive 

V. strong 
sponsor, CEO 
not interested, 

no top manager 
interest 

Strong sponsor, 
strong CEO 

involvement, 
top managers 

involved 
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2. User 
Involvement 

 

No user 
involvement, 

low ownership 

Users very 
involved, some 

ownership 

Some user 
involvement, 

some 
ownership 

Little user 
involvement, 

low ownership 

Users very 
involved, high 

ownership, 
unreasonable 

demands 

1. Project 
Methodology 

Informal 
methodology, 
‘‘jam it in and 

fix it later” 

Followed 
consultant 

methodology 
No information 

Tried to follow 
consultant 

methodology 
but agency 

lacked 
resources 

Detailed 
consideration of 
organisation to 

customise 
vendor 

methodology 

4. High-Level 
Planning 

Realistic 
expectations, 
clear strategy 

Realistic 
expectations, 

detailed vision 
and objectives 

Realistic 
expectations, 

evolving vision 
and objectives 

Realistic 
expectations, 

detailed vision 
and objectives 

Realistic 
expectations, 

clear vision and 
objectives 

5. Project Staff 
Competent staff, 

motivated to 
succeed 

Best staff 
picked for 

project, highly 
motivated 

Competent staff 

Junior staff 
(described as 
2nd eleven), 

highly 
motivated 

V. competent 
staff, highly 
motivated 
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