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Digitalization projects are vital levers when it comes to a company‘s competitiveness and 
innovative capability. At the same time, our experience shows that approximately two thirds 
of all projects do not achieve their declared objectives or even fail entirely. Technical hurdles 
are often not the problem – in fact, it is organizational, cultural and strategic factors that 
determine success or failure.
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Digitalization projects are vital levers when it comes to a compa-
ny‘s competitiveness and innovative capability. At the same time, 
our experience shows that approximately two thirds of all projects 
do not achieve their declared objectives or even fail entirely. Tech-
nical hurdles are often not the problem – in fact, it is organization-
al, cultural and strategic factors that determine success or failure.

Those who understand how to strategically anchor digitalization proj-
ects, involve management and employees, create clear-cut structures 
and actively shape change lay the foundation for long-term project suc-
cess. In the following, light is shed on some of the factors which, in the 
experience of PROSTEP and MTT Solutions, can determine the success 
or failure of a project. MTT Solutions provides PROSTEP’s integration 
experts with support in the context of complex PLM-ERP integration 
projects in shipbuilding and other industries.

Management commitment as a success factor

A key factor for success is the strategic embedding of IT projects in a 
company’s overall strategy. Projects must not be seen as isolated IT ini-
tiatives but rather as part of a higher-level  transformation process. A 
clearly formulated objective that highlights the strategic benefits (e.g. 
increased efficiency, customer focus or new business models) provides 
orientation for all those involved. This objective serves as a common 
“north star” with which decisions, priorities and measures can be 
aligned.

Successful companies actively communicate this objective across all 
the levels of the hierarchy and make transparent the contribution that 
the project will make to future viability.

Digitalization projects usually involve multiple departments and orga-
nizational levels. Ongoing support from upper management is therefore 
crucial. It is expressed not only in budget approvals but, more impor-
tantly, in active presence, clear communication and consistent prioriti-
zation of the project. “When top management operates as a visible ad-
vocate, this sends a strong signal. Resources are made available, 
obstacles are eliminated faster, and the project enjoys the legitimacy it 
requires throughout the company,” says Andreas Töpperwien, CEO of 
MTT Solutions. Stable management sponsorship ensures continuity 
and reliability, especially in the case of lengthy project runtimes.

Practical example: Lack of management commitment

A mid-sized European shipyard wanted to digitalize its production 
planning in order to reduce build times for ships and get a better grip 
on resource planning. However, the project was initiated by the IT 
department only, without the active participation of  top manage-
ment.

The stumbling blocks:
•	 The project objectives were insufficiently communicated, which 

meant that department heads and employees in the specialist 
departments did not recognize the benefits of the new software.

•	 Budget approvals were delayed because the project was not a 
high priority.

•	 Resistance in the specialist departments remained unchanged 
as management did not clearly address the issue.

The consequences:
The digitalization initiative has so far only achieved minimal im-
provements, employee confidence in IT projects has declined, and 
the shipyard has not yet been able to achieve its planned efficiency 
gains.
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Collaboration between IT and specialist departments

One of the most common stumbling blocks in IT and digitalization proj-
ects is insufficient or delayed involvement of the specialist depart-
ments. A well-structured, cooperative partnership based on mutual 
trust between IT and specialist departments is, however, one of the 
most important success factors. IT organizations bring technological 
know-how, an understanding of architecture and methodological ex-
pertise to the table. The specialist departments, on the other hand, 
have in-depth process knowledge and are familiar with customer re-
quirements and the day-to-day challenges in operational practice.

Successful projects are created when both perspectives are brought to-
gether on equal terms. The important thing is that IT and specialist de-
partments create a common understanding of objectives, priorities and 
benchmarks for success from day one. Close collaboration with future 
users is crucial in agile projects in particular as it ensures that require-
ments are formulated realistically and solutions are implemented in a 
practice-oriented manner. At the same time, acceptance of new sys-
tems increases significantly if employees feel involved from the very 
start.

Instead of working in separate areas of responsibility, those involved 
ideally operate in interdisciplinary teams on an equal footing. The regu-
lar exchange of information and open, transparent communication cre-
ate the basis for mutual trust. It is equally important that both parties 
develop a fundamental understanding of each other. IT should be able 
to understand the business processes while the specialist departments 
need to understand the technological framework.

“If this collaboration functions properly, it creates a strong sense of to-
getherness that goes far beyond mere project work. The specialist de-
partments become active co-creators of the solution and IT is seen as a 
strategic partner,” says Töpperwien. “The result is more efficient pro-
cesses, higher quality results and a significant increase in user accep-
tance.”

Practical example: IT and specialist departments working 
together

A large German shipyard wanted to digitalize its development plan-
ning with the aim of reducing the development times for ships and 
improving the consistency of information throughout the develop-
ment process. IT experts and specialist departments were involved 
in interdisciplinary teams from the very start.

The success factors:
•	 Joint workshops at the start of the project, in which objectives, 

priorities and success criteria were clearly defined.
•	 Development of a project structure in which one representative 

from each specialist department and one IT representative were 
jointly responsible for a specialist domain.

•	 This enabled IT and specialist departments to develop a mutual 
understanding. IT became familiar with operative processes 
while the specialist departments gained insight into the techno-
logical capabilities and limitations.

The result:
The system was implemented on schedule, user acceptance was 
high and development planning was made much more efficient. The 
specialist departments felt like active co-creators and IT was seen 
as a strategic partner.

External partners as innovation accelerators

A capable project team with sufficient personnel and time resources is 
a basic prerequisite when it comes to complex digitalization projects. 
An experienced project manager who can make decisions and has inter-
disciplinary expertise is just as important as a realistic timeframe. In 
addition, clearly defined governance structures make a significant con-
tribution to efficiency. Well-defined decision paths, uniform project 
management standards and a transparent allocation of roles prevent 
unnecessary coordination loops and speed up progress.

External service providers, consultants and technology partners play a 
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key role in numerous digitalization projects. Their function often goes 
far beyond merely providing support services. If integrated properly, 
they can serve as strategic innovation accelerators and make a signifi-
cant contribution to the success of a project. External partners contrib-
ute valuable perspectives that are often lacking internally. Their indus-
try experience and familiarity with well-established approaches help 
avoid typical pitfalls and adapt tried-and-tested solutions faster. At the 
same time, they have specialized technical know-how that can signifi-
cantly increase the maturity level of the project, as Peter Wittkop, Head 
of Consulting - Delivery at PROSTEP, explains: “Their view from the out-
side means that they examine existing structures more objectively and 
can provide fresh impetus that would be difficult to achieve internally.”

The type of collaboration involved is crucial if this potential is to be ex-
ploited. Successful companies do not merely regard their partners as 
contractors but rather as equal sparring partners. This means that ex-
ternal expertise is closely linked  with internal resources and integrated 
in project planning and decision-making processes. Open communica-
tion, the mutual exchange of knowledge and a clearly defined gover-
nance structure ensure that know-how is not only used externally but 
also transferred to the company on a long-term basis. This ensures that 
external know-how does not lead to dependencies and instead serves 
as a multiplier for the company’s own further development.klung.

Practical example: external partner as an intermediary

A large European shipyard wanted to roll out a new PLM system with 
the aim of creating the basis for the future replacement of drawings 
and the gradual implementation of model-based product develop-
ment. Internal IT had limited experience with the new software and 
the specialist departments had an insufficient technical understand-
ing of the required system functions.

The success factors:
•	 The external partner contributed both industry-specific process 

knowledge and technical know-how and assumed responsibility 
for coordination between IT, specialist departments and the 
software vendor.

•	 It moderated workshops with the aim of accurately recording the 
requirements of the specialist departments and translating them 
into technically feasible specifications for the software vendor.

•	 During implementation, the partner ensured an ongoing 
exchange of know-how. IT gained a better understanding of the 
specialist processes, the specialist departments gained insight 
into the software options and the vendor was able to respond 
more quickly to practice-oriented requirements.

•	 Decision paths were made transparent to ensure that adapta-
tions could be implemented without delay.

The result:
Thanks to the external partner, communication between all the par-
ties involved was made much more efficient and the basis for the 
gradual transition away from purely drawing-based processes was 
created. The specialist departments are more willing to accept the 
new system. The partner successfully served as a bridge and inno-
vation accelerator, which made implementation much more effi-
cient.

Cultural openness and learning ability

Technical changes only reveal their benefits if they are accompanied by 
organizational and cultural changes. “Active organizational change 
management ensures that employees are kept up to date about objec-
tives, progress and benefits, that they are willing to go along with the 
change process, and that they can move with confidence within it,” says 
Wittkop. An open culture of communication that allows questions, asks 
for feedback and makes successes visible creates trust and provides 
motivation. Successful companies rely on regular exchange formats, 
short information channels and transparent decision-making process-
es.

Digitalization means change – and change requires the willingness to 
change. Successful organizations should be prepared to take a close 
look at well-loved but outdated processes. Where possible, they delib-
erately rely on standard functions and only customize if customer-spe-
cific adaptations offer real added value. At the same time, they cultivate 
a learning culture: lessons learned derived from every project are incor-
porated into future initiatives. Feedback loops and ongoing improve-
ment processes ensure that organizations grow with every project.
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Practical example: Culture of ongoing improvement

A medium-sized European shipyard wanted to digitalize its project 
management processes with the aim of making build times, the flow 
of materials and the use of resources more transparent. The intro-
duction of a standardized tool initially encountered resistance due to 
the fact that many departments were clinging to their previous Excel 
and paper-based processes.

The success factors:
•	 The shipyard made deliberate use of the tool’s standard 

functions to avoid complexity and only adapted a few modules 
to meet real, specific requirements.

•	 Managers openly communicated the benefits of the tool and 
promoted a learning culture. Employees were actively trained 
and feedback on problems and suggestions for improvement 
was taken seriously.

•	 Lessons learned from initial pilot projects were documented and 
incorporated directly in the optimization of further rollouts.

•	 Regular retrospectives made the ongoing examination and 
adaptation of processes possible without resistance delaying 
rollout.

Result:
The organization developed a greater awareness for ongoing im-
provement. The project management tool was successfully rolled 
out within a few months, the level of acceptance among employees 
is high and processes have become more efficient and transparent. 
Thanks to this learning culture, the shipyard was subsequently able 
to implement other digitalization projects faster and with greater 
success.

Digitalization projects are not an end in themselves but rather the stra-
tegic lever for a company’s future viability and competitive strength. 
Their success depends to a much lesser extent on technology than on a 
clearly defined strategy, strong leadership, well-structured collabora-
tion and cultural openness, as the practical examples mentioned above 
demonstrate. Companies that take a holistic view of digitalization initia-
tives – strategically, organizationally, methodically and culturally – cre-
ate ideal conditions not only for the successful implementation of their 
projects but also for their long-term impact.
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