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Improving Implementation 
Success
Why Adoption Matters 
Without a doubt, the most significant indicator 
of success for any new process or software 
implementation is adoption, when it is embraced and 
use by users. Adoption, to a large extent, is determined 
by the relevance people feel toward this new process 
or implementation. On average, user adoption rates for 
large scale software implementations run around the 
50%-70% mark. It does not take much to conclude that, 
no matter how valuable the new software or process 
may seem, if people are not using it, the benefit is 
greatly diminished. 

Worse, if they are avoiding the new method, struggling 
on their own, and are out of sync with new model, 
then the result is a significant productivity loss for all 
involved. 

This white paper explores the following factors related to 
adoption:

• The state of adoption today and the value of improving it 

• How to break the change barrier and communicate with 
purpose and relevance 

• The connection between business capabilities and tools

• How to craft an adoption strategy for continued success 

• Guidelines and considerations for effective change 
implementation 

Read on to learn more.
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“Again, user-focused organizations outperformed 
the tech-focused companies, achieving 23% higher 
revenue-per-employee against their industry peers.”

– Chris Dowse, Co-Founder & CEO, Neochange

There can be many causes for lack of adoption such as 
inadequate training, poor understanding of the reason to 
change, disagreement with the reason to change (or with 
the new method), insufficient communication targeted to 
their role, and so on. 

With a clear understanding of the importance of adoption, 
the variables that influence adoption, and the strategies 
that can ensure a smooth transition, you will be way 
ahead of most organizations that simply “implement a 
solution” and mistakenly expect people to readily accept 
it with open arms. After all, why be penny wise and pound 
foolish? Why spend all the time and money investing in 
useful tools without ensuring their acceptance and proper 
use organization-wide? 

Indeed, a good adoption strategy leads to widespread 
user adoption, and strong user adoption leads to higher 
productivity and value. Any investment important enough 
to spend time and resources implementing is too valuable 
to give short shrift to these crucial areas.

The Value of Improving Adoption

On average, studies show adoption rates hovering 
anywhere between 50% and 70%, with some dipping 
even lower. In 2012, according to a software adoption 
study of 300 companies from business strategy firm Sand 
Hill1, enterprise software usage rates are currently down, 
leading to productivity losses of about 17%. They equated 
that heavy hit with giving everyone Friday off. 

Clearly, organizations are not getting full value out of their 
software investments. Part could be attributed to the sheer 
rate of change going on today. Tight economic conditions 
and emerging business models have led to an influx of 
new software and processes. So, certainly an organization’s 

capacity for change plays a role. But a larger contributor to 
the problem is a lack of attention to the business language 
and business needs of the organization’s employees. 

All too often, a technical solution is implemented, with 
little to no involvement from internal customers and a lack 
of articulation of the business value of the solution. Worse, 
adoption and change leadership are either not considered 
at all, or are considered too late in the cycle. The study 
analysis from Sand Hill highlighted the advantages of 
a user-oriented approach, stating that “user-focused 
companies start their organizational change efforts 
early and achieve 300% higher returns on their end-user 
programs than the tech-focused practice of starting  
with/after deployment.” The case seems clear: start 
adoption plans early, and you’ll realize a much higher 
return on your investment.

How to Break the Change Barrier 

Just as Rome wasn’t built in a day, norms and habits are 
built over time. People’s natural reaction to any kind of 
disruptive change will be to resist it. This is especially 
so if they perceive the change as making their job more 
complex with no real benefit to them. Therein lies the 
change barrier: How do you make people recognize the 
need for change so that they’ll embrace the new way of 
doing things despite the temporary inconvenience? 

First let’s look at following the types of change as they 
relate to the user experience:

• New processes: they must remember to do their 
job in a different way, even while in the heat of 
daily emergencies and pressures to deliver. 
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• New software: they now must figure out how to 
do technologically with what used to be second 
nature with the old method; it’s like playing the 
clarinet for the first time when all you’ve used 
before was a kazoo. 

• New attitudes: they’re being asked to embrace 
the new, accept the learning curve, and think 
more of the “good of the company” – while still 
being measured on their delivery. 

For all this to work, we must gain an understanding of the 
users’ perceived gains and losses, and this can vary by 
role and individual. Thus, a variety of approaches may be 
needed, but any endeavor will go much smoother with a 
better understanding of what everyone’s needs are. A key 
concept here is that we must influence people to invest in 
our needs to meet theirs. 

The more we articulate what our needs are and why, and 
the more we acknowledge that we understand their needs 
(and try to accommodate them where appropriate), the 
easier the change will be. Breaking the change barrier 
must begin with developing a shared belief that there is a 
better way to do things. 

Business Capabilities and Tools

The best way to frame the context for change is to think in 
terms of business capabilities. When it comes to work and 
resource management and the flow of work through the 
organization, the Planview Business Capability Model is a 
good place to start. 

In the model, business capabilities are organized by five 
key areas:

1. Demand (ideas, projects, requests, features) 

2. Strategy (strategic planning, business 
capabilities, programs and incentives, 
roadmapping)

3. Capacity (capacity planning, prioritization, 
scenario analysis, financials) 

4. Execution (resource management, projects and 
work, status, costs and actuals) 

5. Outcomes (products, services, applications, 
technology) 

Underpinning each of these capabilities are the following: 

• Business questions (e.g., Which investments 
should we take on? What are our vital 
resources currently working on? Are we 
supporting the right products and services?) 

• Analytics (i.e., how to measure success in each 
business capability) 

• Tools (processes, checklists, templates, 
training, and systems that assist in achieving 
the capabilities) 

Once the organization has assessed the business 
capabilities and questions, and determined which are 
most important to address first, then it becomes a matter 
of working backward from the desired analytics until 
it is determined which tools are necessary to achieve 
implementation success. This is where an adoption 
strategy comes in, and it’s vital that this is done early in 
the process.

User-focused companies ... achieve 300% 

higher returns on their end-user programs than 

the tech-focused practice of starting with/after 

deployment.

Guidelines for Success

It may sound like a paradox, but the first guideline for a 
successful adoption endeavor is to decide to undertake 
it. This is because conducting an Adoption Strategy 
and Planning workshop can bring great value and 
awareness. Essentially, by involving people and creating 
an environment of listening and engagement, you can 
achieve what is known as “the Hawthorne Effect,” which is 
based on a series of experiments conducted at a General 
Electric factory in the 1920s and ‘30s. At its completion, 
the study illustrated two behavioral points: 

• If involved, engaged, and treated with 
importance, people will perform up to, and 
even higher than, expectations 

• The act of observing alone boosts the 
performance of the observed 

Another guideline is to make sure middle management 
is engaged and involved. Middle management sets the 
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culture and norms of an organization, despite whatever 
statements or policies come from upper management. 
Investing in training and communication directed at 
middle management will go a long way toward greasing 
the wheels for a smooth ride the rest of the way. One 
caveat is that it often takes strong and visible support 
from senior management to get middle management 
committed in the first place. 

The third guideline is to be sure to begin using the new 
method as soon as it’s 60-80% baked. Don’t wait for 
perfection. This is especially true with software products. If 
management uses the data and makes decisions based on 
the reports, people will be much more likely to contribute 
by entering accurate information. All too often, a system is 
implemented with great fanfare, management continues 
making decisions the old way, and employees stop caring 
about data accuracy because “nobody is using it anyway.” 
Don’t let this happen to your implementation. 

The final guideline is that following up is critical. Much like 
project planning, an adoption strategy isn’t something 
you do once and forget about. It is important to assess 
the effectiveness of communication campaigns, monitor 
support mechanisms, and continuously gauge user needs 
and address them accordingly. 

Summary

It is clear that adoption is vital if you want to realize the 
benefits of your investments. Any new software or process 
is only as good as its use throughout the organization. 
Likewise, embarking early on an adoption strategy is the 
best way to operationalize adoption. 

Next steps

Where do you go from here?

Think about how you plan to balance supporting 
implementations, understanding user needs, clearly 
articulating benefits, and an understanding of the business 
capability gaps (and how to address them). Once you 
recognize the need for an adoption strategy, we can 
help you with Planview’s Adoption Strategy and Planning 
workshop This all-encompassing workshop is designed 
to work concurrently in-tandem with your implementation 
workstream, and includes the training, communication, 
support, and stakeholder outreach mechanisms to help 
you break the change barrier. 

1. 2012 IT Adoption Insight Survey Reveals Disturbing Level of Enterprise Productivity Loss - Sand Hill. (2012). InformationWeek. Retrieved 7 October 2016, from 
http://sandhill.com/article/2012-it-adoption-insight-survey-reveals-disturbing-level-of-enterprise-productivity-loss/


