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Abstract

Over the years, the success or failure of large software projects have been studied and the results of such
research has helped in the formulation of better methods for developing and maintenance of software systems.
The development of a university’s portal involves much collaboration between the builders and the users while
the role of management is not neglected and the success of such a portal affects positively the service delivery
efforts of the university to students, staff and other members of the public. The present paper studies the factors
that led to a momentary failure in the web portal of the University of Benin from the perspective of management
and administrators, the problems experienced and the efforts made in tackling the problems. The research
purpose is to expose the constraints involved in portal management which is useful to administrators and users
while the recommendations made are useful to portal managers and users alike which will help to guard against

future occurrence.
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INTRODUCTION

People, technology and the process are key objects
that must be properly coordinated and managed for
successful software projects. Despite the huge
amounts of capital expended on Information
Technology (IT) projects, failure is still synonymous
with most software development projects. Walid et
al (2009) defined IT project failure as any project that
is set to support the operations of an organization by
exploiting the resources of Information Technology
but fails to deliver the intended output within
originally allocated cost, time schedule, initially
approved functionality as well as inability to satisfy
the users. Though there are various views of what
constitutes a failed software project, in this paper, we
adopt the definition in Lindberg(1999) that defined a
failed project as one that has been cancelled or does
not meet its objectives. Success and failure factors in
software development projects have attracted several
research efforts (Humphrey, 1990; Procaccino and
Verner,2002; Onibere and Egbokhare, 2007; Walid
et al, 2009) and some of the major causes of software
project failures are attributed to process related
factors and lack of proper management of the human
resources in such projects. For example, Humphrey
(1990) identified lack of proper project management
as the main cause of software project failures and
proposed the Capability Maturity Model as
framework for proper project management. The
CMM is however not widely accepted as a universal
model. Egbokhare and Onibere(2008) identified lack
of customer-developer interaction as one of the main
causes of project failures and proposed frameworks
for human level interactions in software projects.

223

Procaccino and Verner (2002) identified two major
factors that shape practitioner’s perceptions of
software project success: practitioner’s personal
aspects of the work and user involvement. Walid et
al, (2009) identified six factors as the root causes of
IT project failures namely: Project Management
factors, Top management factors, Technology
factors, Organizational factors, Complexity/size
factors and Process factors. A major factor that is
rarely discussed in literature responsible for project
failures is the political factor. The effect of this factor
can be catastrophic if not properly managed.

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

Portal development and management is not an
activity limited to developers alone as other
stakeholders like users and management would be
interested in the research efforts, problems and
politics involved in such venture. The present work
from the perspective of management and users
exposes some of the intricacies involved in web
portal development and management using the
experience of the University of Benin as a case study.

LIMITATIONS OF STUDY

In conducting this research work we experienced
some problems amongst which were; inability of
respondents especially the portal developers and
managers to give out useful information on problems
experienced in developing and managing such portals
as most of them feel divulging such information
would impact negatively on their reputation. Getting
direct answers from most respondents who
considered themselves public servants was also not
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easy as some of them felt the standing rules on
information sharing do not allow them to expose
insider information. We also had a problem of
inadequate funding to sustain most logistic efforts in
the research work.

ICT ACQUISITION AND UTILIZATION IN
THE UNIVERSITY OF BENIN

The University of Benin has been in the forefront in
Information and Information Technology (ICT)
acquisition and utilization in Nigeria. To this end, the
Institution set up an ICT unit in charge of computer
hardware and software acquisition/utilization. The
unit also maintains the University Network and
student registration portal. The unit is well equipped
with state of the art ICT tools and qualified staff
(systems analysts, programmers, network engineer, a
database administrator and various categories of
technical and operational staff). The Director of ICT
oversees all activities in the unit and reports directly
to the Vice Chancellor of the Institution. All
complaints and feedbacks from other users on the
performance of the portal are lodged at the ICT unit.
This unit thus is the user representative of the
Institution in charge acquisition, utilization and
maintenance of all computer hardware and software
of the institution. When new software is to be
acquired, they represent the users and what features
and functionalities expected in the new system.

In 2006, the University entered into a Portal service
agreement with BT Education Services limited. This
portal had been effective till late 2010 when the
University for reasons later discussed decided to
change its portal. Students started having problems
with payment of fees and course registration. This led
to a breakdown in most ICT-based activities and
eventually, course advisers, students and other staff
that attend to student welfare via the portal were
affected. This paper discusses the root cause of this
breakdown, the impact on the data quality and user
community. The actions taken to rectify the attendant
problems are also discussed.

MATERIALS AND METHOD

Research Questions

To achieve the set objectives, this study assess the

factors considered by the participants to have

influenced the failure of a portal development in a

University environment by answering the following

research questions:-

Q1: What factors led to the failure of the Uniben
Portal?

Q2: What is the impact of the failure on ICT
utilization in the organization?

Q3:What steps were adopted to resolve the crisis?

Study Design

To answer the above questions a descriptive
qualitative research approach was used in this study.
A convenient sample consisting of:
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(1) Staff of the Central Record Processing Unit
(CRPU)

(i) End Users of Portal

(iii) Students randomly selected from within the
University.

Collection

Data was collected via a three-prone approach
namely document analysis, questionnaire and semi-
structured interviews. Access to documents was
granted by the Director of the ICT Unit of the
University to enable us have background information
about the system being developed. The questionnaire
was prepared to elicit information from students on
their perception on the two portals in terms of
performance. The third and main stage of the data
collection process involved an in-depth interview of
the staff of CRPU. The purpose was to get
information on the methodology adopted for data
entry, upload and download of records and their
personal experiences. The interviewees were met at
their duty posts in order to gain first- hand knowledge
about some of the activities in the system. The
interview questions were open-end so that the
respondents could freely express themselves and give
as much information as possible on the portal
activities.

Table 1: Respondents Information

Category Number
CRPU Staff

- Programmers 10

- Systems Analysts 13

- Systems Engineers 04
Students 200
Total 227

FINDINGS/DISCUSSION

To answer Research question 1, staff of CRPU of the
Institution were interviewed. Also, some documents
on portal related issues in the department were
reviewed. One of the major findings from the study
was that due to political reasons, the Institution’s
management signed another contract for an e-campus
system with a new company, with the following
scope of services:

i. To provide a Web portal that informs the
world about Uniben
To provide a robust and scalable database
for effective information management
To provide a system that aids in result

ii.

iii.

computation, accommodation distribution
and school fees payment

iv. To provide a system for transcript
management, course
registration/management

v. The system should be able to create e-mails

for staff based on Microsoft live@edu
Platform.
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In order not to encroach into the terms of the existing
contract which was to expire in 2011, the news
contract was to commence with immediate effect
starting with the fresh students that year (2010/2011
session). The ICT director proposed a parallel
changeover method (Parallel changeover approach
entails running both the old and new system side by
side until users become acquainted with the new
system and the old gradually fades out. This is
usually proposed in most cases so that the usual day
to day activities of the organization are not disrupted
and in case of any eventualities, the data will remain
consistent) to the institution to enable users gradually
acclimatize to the new system. This was not accepted
by the new contractor, who preferred a direct
changeover approach. To the ICT director, this was
too risky since, though direct changeover is cheaper
in terms of cost, the effect in case of failure can be
catastrophic because there may be no existing log for
system recovery.

When BT Education service became aware of the
breach of contract, they threatened to take a legal
action against the Institution and immediately shut
down all portal services to the University. This was
the genesis of a long period of down times and
inconsistencies experienced by the user community in
the Institution on portal utilization, because existing
records could no longer be accessed. Subsequently,
the following problems were experienced as a result
of the issues raised above:

i. Because the reason for the introduction of the new

portal was political, it was difficult to convince

management on the problems that the sudden
portal change caused.

The new e-campus system had a lot of errors

because the code used was “open source” and was

not properly tested on a life system before
deployment.

Existing data could not be uploaded to the new

portal because the old contractor had completely

‘shut down’ all transactions with the Institution.

Users were not involved from the inception to the

deployment phase of the e-campus system hence

the system was completely unusable.

The staff that the new contractor left on ground to

attend to complaints/problems on the system

usage could not attend to some of the problems
because they were not very knowledgeable in
portal development.

It was difficult to setup the applications for online

postgraduate, part-time undergraduate and

diploma programs

.There were inconsistencies in student transactions

because some were being charged fees for the

services they had already paid for.

viii. There were also technical issues relating to
data structures and formats, slow migration of old
records in the portal development by the new
contractor. Also, the company was operating from

ii.

iii.

iv.

vi.

=

Vi

a remote location which did not provide for
effective interaction between the developers and
the users.

At the end, the E-Campus system project was
cancelled after the Institution had committed so much
funds and other resources into it because it could not
fulfil the set objectives.

To answer research question two, the data obtained
from the students questionnaire was analysed and the
result is presented in Table 2

The impact on ICT utilization can be deduced from
Table 2. The respondents were old students whose
data was ported from the old portal to the new.
31.5% of the respondents had log in difficulties. 28%
had course registration difficulties while 42.5%
discovered that some course codes did not match the
course titles. Majority of the respondents
(51.5%)observed new features in the portal which
made it difficult to use. From time to time, especially
at the beginning of the session, students results and
other vital information are uploaded to enable
students know their current status with regards to fees
payment and course registration. 57.5% of the
respondents complained that the file upload process
was slow. This could lead to delays in the course
registration  process. Some students noticed
inconsistencies in their data (8.5%). This was another
major problem that contributed to poor data quality
and inconsistency in the database which resulted
from the slow upload process.

Table 2: Responses by Students on impacts of the
portal failure

Item Frequency Percentage
(%)

I have Log in difficulty 63 31.5

The portal could not identify | 27 13.5

me

My page completely 22 11.0

disappeared

I Had problems with course 56 28.0

registration

I found unfamiliar features | 103 51.5

in the portal

I could not communicate 32 16.0

easily with my course

adviser from my page

I could not upload my 00 00

photograph

Some course codes did not 85 42.5

match with course title

My page contained 17 8.5

incomplete data

File upload was slow 115 57.5

Total

225

The findings from the study showed that the system
failure was mainly due to some common factors
obtained from other studies. Structured system
development methodology was not followed. Lack of
user involvement, which resulted in a gap between
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users and developers was another failure factor,
hence the resulting system was unusable. Another
important factor observed was lack of skilled
developers in the project. This was a major problem
because the interview responses revealed that the
developers did not understand in details the nature of
the project and they were difficult to reach most
times. The system was delivered with lots of errors
because it was not properly tested before deployment.
The supposed breach of contract resulted in loss of
data, inconsistencies in the database, poor data
quality. This was because the existing portal was shut
down before all data could be transferred to the new
one. The down period caused by this resulted in
delays in the registration process and missing records.
The impact of the failure on ICT utilization the
University was enormous as it resulted in:

i.  Poor data quality and set back in management’s
decision.

Series of complaints from students affected that
forced management to resolved that all students
should revisit the portal to verify if their records
were complete, especially their school fees
payment.

Those with incomplete online information had to
produce evidences of admission, clearance and
payments made to date

A total cancellation of the new portal and
immediate return to the former portal was
approved by the management of the Institution
Documentation of the identified failure factors
for improvement of the existing process in order
to achieve future success.

il.

iii.

iv.

Finally, the result of the interview with the
Institution’s ICT director showed the necessary steps
adopted by the unit to resolve the failure.

Steps adopted to Resolve the Crisis

i.  Settlement with the former provider.

ii. Request for an improved portal that includes the
missing modules identified.

Provision of an alternate server to mirror and
save activities

iil.

iv. Production of periodic logs to monitor progress
v. Inclusion of a widely accepted payment platform
vi. Monthly training of staff on new module

vii. Inclusion of “what’s new” module to enable

users see the difference from the old system

With the above steps taken to resolve the problems,
the University’s portal is currently working with
better services added to improve on its efficiency and
performance.

CONCLUSION

In our study, we found out that for a university to be
in the forefront of ICT and offer the most convenient
services to staff and students, a good portal would be
necessary and the success or failure of any university
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portal would depend to a large extent on how well
feedbacks from the users (staff, students and the
public) are managed. Appropriate  back-up
mechanisms are also necessary in case a switch-over
is being made or the existing system is experiencing
irresolvable problems and the management and
deployment of university portals should be left for the
ICT experts to handle better.

Currently, the University of Benin portal
(www.uniben.edu) is working better with many new
features added to make it more efficient and user-
friendly.
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