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I’'ve been broughtin torescue too many software projects
on the brink. Not because the technology was bad. Not
because the budgetran out. Not even because the business
changed direction.

They were failing for a far more preventable reason:
assumptions. Five, in particular, that get baked into planning
conversations and sound perfectly reasonable — until they
quietly sabotage everything.

After fifteen years implementing enterprise systems — from
massive ERP deployments to complex workforce management
platforms — I've seen these same assumptions destroy projects
across industries, platforms and organizational cultures. They’re
so pervasive that most teams don’t even recognize them as
assumptions. They're just “how we do things.”

But here’s what I've learned: the organizations that recognize
and actively counter these assumptions don’t just avoid failure.

They gain competitive advantages that theirrivals spend years

trying to replicate.
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The Real Cost of Bad
Assumptions

Before we dive into the specific
assumptions, let’s establish why this
matters. When alarge-scale software
project fails, the visible costs are
budget overruns and schedule
delays. But the invisible costs are far
more destructive: lost competitive
opportunities, demoralized teams,
organizational resistance to future
change and technical debt that
constrains your business for years.

Most post-mortems focus on what
went wrong during execution.
They rarely examine the flawed
assumptions that made failure
inevitable from the start.

That’s what we’re going to fix.
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ASSUMPTION #1
“We’ll Define Quality When We See It”

The Assumption:

Quality is subjective and context-dependent, so we can start building and refine our quality

criteriaas we go. We’llknow it when we see it.

Why It Sounds Reasonable:

Quality requirements are hard to articulate upfront. Stakeholders often don’t know exactly

what they want until they can interact with working software. Agile methodologies emphasize
iterative refinement. Why waste time defining elaborate quality criteria that might change?

Why It Destroys Projects

Without explicit quality requirements, you create a
moving target that leads to three fatal problems:

Development teams either over-engineer
@ (building capabilities “justin case”)

orunder-deliver (meeting minimum

functionality without considering usability,

performance or maintainability). Both
waste resources.

Acceptance testing becomes subjective
negotiation instead of objective
validation. Stakeholders reject deliverables

based onunstated expectations, leading to
endlessrevision cycles.

Scope creep becomes inevitable.
@ When quality isn’t defined upfront, every
stakeholderinterprets “done” differently,

and the project expands to satisfy
increasingly ambitious interpretations.

- )
Critical Logic ¢

INTEGRATED QUALITY MANAGEMENT

The Alternative Approach

Define quality requirements explicitly at project
initiation using established frameworks like ISO/
IEC 25000. This means documenting specific,
measurable expectations across eight quality
characteristics: functional suitability, performance
efficiency, compatibility, usability, reliability,
security, maintainability and portability.

Foreachrelevant characteristic, establish
measurable success criteria. Instead of “the

system should be fast,” specify “transaction
processing must complete within 2 seconds for
95% of requests under normal load.” Instead of “the
interface should be intuitive,” define “users with
standard training must complete core workflows
without assistance within 30 minutes.”

Thisisn’t an academic exercise — it's competitive
advantage. When quality is defined upfront,
development efforts stay focused on delivering
exactly what’s needed. No more, no less. This
reduces costly overengineering and minimizes the
risk of rejection during acceptance testing.
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ASSUMPTION #?2
“Our Requirements Are Clear Enough to Build From”

The Assumption:

We've documented our requirements in user stories, functional specifications or

business process documents. They’re clear enough for our developers to understand.

We can start building.

Why It Sounds Reasonable:

You've invested weeks or months inrequirements gathering. Stakeholders have

reviewed and approved the documentation. Project sponsors are eager to see progress.

Furtherrequirements refinement feels like analysis paralysis.

Why It Destroys Projects

Requirements that seem clear to business
stakeholders are often ambiguous to developers.
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Terms like “real-time,” “user-friendly,” “seamless
integration” or “comprehensive reporting” mean

different things to different people.

This ambiguity creates what | call the “tire swing
problem” — stakeholders describe what they want,
designersinterpretit one way, developers build
something else, and everyone is surprised when the
final product doesn’t match expectations.

Even with prebuilt functionality, COTS platforms
offer hundreds of configuration paths — and if
businessintentisn’t crystal clear, yourisk enabling
features that look right but behave wrong.

The cost of this ambiguity increases exponentially
overtime. Arequirements defect discovered during
development might cost $1,000 to fix. The same
defect discovered during testing costs $10,000. In
production? $100,000 or more when you factorin
emergency fixes, business disruption and damage
to stakeholder confidence.
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The Alternative Approach

Conduct rigorous ambiguity analysis before
development begins. This means systematically
reviewing every requirement to identify terms,
processes or assumptions that could be interpreted
multiple ways.

Foreach ambiguous element, document specific
test cases that demonstrate the intended behavior.
“The system shall provide comprehensive
reporting” becomes “The system shall provide
daily summary reports showing X, Y and Z metrics,
exportable to Excel, with drill-down capability

to transaction details, accessible to users with
Managerrole orabove.”

Create completeness criteria for each requirements
deliverable so evaluators can verify that
requirements meet defined objectives. Ensure that
what stakeholders want, what designers design and
what developers build are actually the same thing.

The organizations that get thisright don’t just
avoid rework — they discover business
requirements they didn’t know they had,
requirements that become competitive
differentiators when properly implemented.
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ASSUMPTION #3
“We’ll Test It Thoroughly After Configuration Is Done”

The Assumption:
Once the vendor finishes configuration and integrations, we’ll test thoroughly before we go live.

Why It Sounds Reasonable:
You can’t validate what’s not set up yet. Testing after everythingis configured seems logical.

Why It Destroys Projects The Alternative Approach

Late-stage testing reveals mismatches Build your testing strategy alongside
between business needs and requirements. Validate key use cases early —
system capabilities. even during vendor demos or sandbox builds.

Don’t wait for “final configuration.”
Defects are discovered too late to fix
without change orders or delays. Use iterative validation and userrole testing at every
stage. Risk-based testing should focus on areas
Integration issues between COTS and where configuration intersects with compliance,
legacy systems surface after decisions

are lockedin.

integration or high-value processes.

Teams that embed testinginto every milestone
catchissues early, reduce surprises and prevent
late-stage rework that’s costly in both time and
change orders.
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ASSUMPTION #4
“We’ll Document Everything After Go-Live”

The Assumption:

Right now we need to focus on getting the system working. Once we’'re live and stable,

we’ll circle back and create proper documentation of our configurations, businessrules

and design decisions.

Why It Sounds Reasonable:

Documentation feels less urgent than functionality. Project deadlines are looming.

Stakeholders are impatient to see working software. Documentation is important but not

urgent, soit gets deferred.

Why It Destroys Projects

The promise to “document later” is the project
management equivalent of “I'll start my diet
Monday.” It rarely happens, and when it does, the
documentationisincomplete because the people
who made critical decisions have moved on to other
projects orleft the organization.

This creates technical debt that compounds
over time. Six months after go-live, when
business requirements change or systems need
enhancement, your team discovers that:

Configuration decisions aren’t
documented, so no one knows why the
system behaves a certain way.

Business rules exist only in the minds of
key personnel who are now supporting
three other projects.

Integration specifications weren’t
captured, so changes to one system
unexpectedly break another.

Test cases weren’t maintained, so
regression testing is manual guesswork.
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The Alternative Approach

Maintain comprehensive, up-to-date
documentation throughout the projectlifecycle.
Thisincludes requirements specifications,
architectural designs, business rule documentation,
configuration settings, interface specifications, test
plans and user manuals.

But here’s the key: documentationisn’tjust
capturing what was built — it's capturing why. For
critical configuration decisions, document the
business rationale, regulatory requirements or
operational constraints that drove those decisions.
Future teams need to understand not just how the
system works but why it was designed that way.

Establish completeness criteria foreach
documentation deliverable. What must be included
for the documentation to be considered complete?
Who reviews and approves it? How is it maintained
as the system evolves?

Organizations that get this right treat
documentation as a strategic asset that enables
future agility. When business requirements change,
they can evaluate the impact of proposed changes
quickly and accurately. When staff turnover occurs,
institutional knowledge persists. When auditors

ask how compliance requirements are enforced,
evidence isreadily available.
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ASSUMPTION #5
“Integration s Just Data Exchange Between Systems”

The Assumption:

We’re integrating our new system with existing platforms. The integration requirements are

straightforward: send data from system A to system B, map the fields correctly and confirm the

data arrived. Standard APl integration.

Why It Sounds Reasonable:

Modern APIs make integration seem simple. Vendors provide documentation showing how their

systems exchange data. Your IT team has integrated systems before. What could go wrong?

Why It Destroys Projects

Treating integration as simple data exchange
catastrophically underestimates the complexity of
making multiple systems work togetherreliably in
production environments.

Real integration requirements include:

o What happens whenthe target systemis
unavailable? Does data queue forretry, get
logged for manual processing or fail silently?

¢ What happens when the target systemreturns
unexpected data orerrorcodes?

¢ Howdoyoumaintain data consistency when
updates occurin multiple systems?

¢ Howdoyouhandle timing dependencies —
when changesin one system must trigger
updatesin another within specific timeframes?

¢ Howdoyouvalidate thatintegrated data
remains accurate over time?

¢ Howdoyoutrace transactions across multiple
systems for troubleshooting or audit purposes?

Evenwhenvendors promise “prebuiltintegrations,”
business logic gaps, data governance mismatches,
and error-handling blind spots still require
design-level thinking.
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The Alternative Approach

Conduct early interface analysis that
comprehensively maps all data flows between
systems. Document not just the happy path but
failure scenarios, timing dependencies and data
consistency requirements.

Create detailed data mapping specifications

that capture business rules, validation logic

and transformation requirements. For complex
integrations, develop interface specifications that
define error handling procedures, retry logic and
reconciliation processes.

Then — and thisiis critical — implement
comprehensive integration testing that validates
all scenarios, not just normal operations. Test what
happens when external systems are unavailable.
Test what happens when they returninvalid data.
Test high-volume scenarios that stress your
integration architecture.

The organizations that get integration right build
operationalresilience. When external systems
change unexpectedly, theirintegrations adapt
gracefully instead of failing catastrophically. They
discoverintegrationissues during testing instead of
production. They maintain data integrity that their
competitors can’t match.
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The Pattern Behind the Assumptions

These five assumptions share a common thread:
they all defer critical activities until late in the
project when they become exponentially more
expensive and disruptive.

Define quality later. Clarify requirements as we go.

Test after development. Document after go-live.
Handle integration complexity when systems
come together.

This deferral feels efficient — why spend time
upfront on activities that might change? But it’s
precisely backward. The activities that feel less

urgent upfront are the ones that determine whether

your project succeeds or fails.
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Critical Logic’s Integrated Quality Management
approach does the opposite. We move discovery
“to the left,” addressing quality requirements,
requirements ambiguity, test strategy,
documentation and integration complexity at the
beginning of the project when they’re cheapest to
getright.

Thisisn’'t about being thorough for the sake of
thoroughness. It’s about competitive advantage.
Organizations that address these challenges early
deliver better systems faster than competitors

who defer critical activities. They gain stakeholder
confidence through continuous validation. They
build maintainable systems that don’t become
technical debt. They achieve operational resilience
that protects them from the integration failures that
catch their competitors.
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Your Strategic Decision Point

You're likely planning or executing a large-scale software
projectright now. Maybe you’re implementing a new ERP
system, modernizing legacy applications or deploying
industry-specific platforms.

You face a choice: accept the five assumptions that sink most
projects, or actively counter them with disciplined requirements
analysis, quality planning, integrated testing, comprehensive
documentation and sophisticated integration design.

Most organizations default to the assumptions because that’s
how projects have always been done. They’ll focus on features,
negotiate vendor pricing, plan data migration, train users and
hope everything works at go-live.

A few organizations will recognize this as the strategic inflection
pointitrepresents. They’ll treatimplementation as a business
discipline that requires specialized expertise inrequirements
elicitation, quality management and integration design. They’ll
invest upfrontin activities that prevent downstream failures.

The difference in outcomesis dramatic. One group delivers
projects ontime and on budget that transform business
operations and provide sustained competitive advantages. The
other group struggles through implementations that exceed
budgets, slip schedules and deliver systems that never quite
meet expectations.

The questionisn’t whether you have the budget or time to
avoid these assumptions. The questionis whether you can
afford not to.

Becauseinlarge-scale software projects, the most expensive
assumptionis that you can’t afford to do it right the first time.
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Want to avoid being the next cautionary tale?

Our no-cost diagnostic uncovers the assumptions putting your project at risk

— and gives you a plan to turn them into competitive wins.

Evan Masters is COO at Critical
Logic, where he leads strategic

implementation programs for
enterprise software systems.

With 15 years of experience
translating business requirements
into successful configurations,
Evan helps organizations

counter the assumptions that

sink projects and build competitive
advantages through disciplined
implementation practices.

Ready to get started? Contact us atigm@criticallogic.com
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