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When Implementations Go Off the
Rails:

How to Rescue and Realign Projects for
Success

A comprehensive guide to identifying, addressing, and recovering from
troubled retail technology implementations. Learn why projects fail, what
it costs when they do, and how to get back on track with proven rescue
strategies.
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Executive Summary

Retail technology implementations are notoriously complex. Studies consistently show that over 50% of large IT
projects run over time and budget, and nearly 20% fail outright. For retailers, a troubled implementation doesn't just
mean added costs—it can result in operational disruption, customer dissatisfaction, and loss of competitive
advantage.

This paper explores the most common reasons implementations derail, outlines the true cost of delay, and presents
a proven framework for rescuing projects. Drawing on decades of experience, Cambridge Retail Advisors (CRA)
has successfully guided retailers through challenging turnarounds, helping them stabilize troubled projects and
realize their intended value.

90% 20% 75%

Over Budget Complete Failure Time Overrun
Percentage of large retail IT projects Projects that fail to deliver any Percentage of implementations that
that exceed their original budget meaningful value despite significant miss their target completion dates
investment

Understanding these implementation challenges is the first step toward addressing them effectively. This document
provides a roadmap for retail executives and IT leaders to identify warning signs early and take decisive action
before projects spiral out of control.
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The Reality of Retail Implementations

Retailers face unique implementation challenges that set them
apart from other industries. The complex web of technologies that
power modern retail operations must seamlessly integrate across
channels while supporting the core business without disruption.
This delicate balance makes retail implementations particularly
vulnerable to complications.

With these pressures, it's no surprise that projects can veer off
course. What matters is how quickly and effectively retailers
respond when implementations begin showing signs of trouble.
Early intervention can mean the difference between a minor course
correction and a complete project restart.

Successful retailers recognize these unique challenges and plan
accordingly, building in contingencies and establishing strong
governance frameworks from the outset. They understand that
implementation is not merely a technical exercise but a business
transformation that requires cross-functional collaboration.
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Multiple Stakeholders

From IT to store ops, finance to
merchandising, each with different
priorities and success metrics.

Mission-Critical Systems

POS downtime or supply chain
missteps directly impact revenue and
customer satisfaction.

Compressed Timelines

Driven by fiscal calendars, seasonal
demands, or competitive pressures
that can't be ignored.



Why Implementations Falil

Retail implementations rarely collapse from a single cause. More often, a series of missteps combine to derail
progress. Below are the five most common failure points we see, and why they matter.

1. Poor Planning and Requirements Gaps

Many projects kick off with a rushed requirements
phase, often under pressure to hit a fiscal deadline or
show early wins. Unfortunately, assumptions made at
this stage ripple throughout the entire project.

o Symptoms: Overlooked edge cases, conflicting
priorities between departments, and constant
"change requests" midstream.

o Impact: Scope creep explodes, vendors build
against the wrong objectives, and timelines slip.

o Example: A retailer may specify "support for
BOPIS" without clarifying workflow differences by
store format, leading to rework late in testing.

"We need to build the foundation right, or everything

that follows will be compromised. Rushing
requirements is like building on quicksand." —Sarah
Pelton, Partnher at CRA

/\ Red Flag: Requirements Churn

When requirements documents undergo constant revision after development has begun, it's a clear signal
that initial planning was insufficient. This is especially dangerous in fixed-price contracts.
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2. Leadership Turnover or Lack of Executive
Sponsorship

Technology implementations require strong, visible sponsorship. When leadership changes mid-project—or when
initial sponsorship is weak—momentum suffers. Decisions pile up, accountability fragments, and teams lose

confidence.
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Symptoms Impact Example

Repeated steering committee Delays compound as teams wait for A POS rollout paused for months

reschedules, indecision on budget direction; vendor relationships sour after a ClO change, while the new

approvals, or shifting strategic without a single accountable voice leader reviewed strategy. By the

priorities that create uncertainty. driving decisions. time approval was granted, the
system design was already
outdated.

(@ Best Practice: Executive Alignment

Successful implementations establish an executive steering committee that meets regularly and includes
representation from all affected business units. This committee should have clear decision-making
authority and a documented escalation path.

The most successful retail implementations have unwavering executive support with a single, empowered leader
who can remove obstacles, make timely decisions, and maintain momentum even when challenges arise. This
leader must have both the authority and the availability to serve as the project's champion throughout its lifecycle.
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3. Neglected Change Management

Technology may be the catalyst, but people make or break implementations. Without proper communication,
training, and stakeholder engagement, the best systems falter at go-live.

Many retailers mistakenly view change management as merely training sessions right before launch. True change
management begins during requirements gathering and continues well past go-live, focusing on building
understanding, capability, and commitment across the organization.

"The best technology in the world won't deliver value if your people don't understand it, believe in it, or know
how to use it effectively." —Joaqui Wilkins, Change Management Practice Lead

® o

Symptoms Impact Example

Store associates resist new Low adoption erodes ROI. A retailer introduced a new
processes, managers invent Instead of enabling efficiency, WMS with no pilot-store change
workarounds, and training is the new system becomes a management. Warehouse
treated as an afterthought rather source of frustration and workers bypassed scanning
than a critical success factor. turnover. processes, undermining

inventory accuracy for months.
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Awareness Understanding

Communication campaign explaining why change is Deep-dive sessions with key users to clarify new
happening and how it benefits stakeholders processes and system functionality

Capability Adoption

Hands-on training and practice with the new Ongoing support, reinforcement, and refinement of
systems in realistic scenarios processes post-implementation
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4. Bandwidth Constraints and Lack of SME
Expertise

Retailers often underestimate how much internal bandwidth implementations consume. IT teams already stretched
thin are asked to juggle major projects alongside day-to-day support. Subject matter experts (SMEs) pulled from
operations or merchandising often lack the availability—or specialized knowledge—to contribute effectively.

B Technical Debt Documentation

B SME Availability B T Bandwidth B Knowledge Gaps
Issues

Common Symptoms of Resource Constraints

o Missed requirements reviews: Key stakeholders unable to attend critical sessions
e Incomplete test cases: Testing that focuses only on "happy path" scenarios

o Delays in data migration tasks: Legacy data preparation that falls behind schedule

Resulting Impact

Gaps go unnoticed until late stages, when fixes are more expensive. Internal frustration grows, and "fire drills"
replace proactive project management. Team members become demoralized as they're forced to choose between
day-to-day operations and project work, ultimately compromising both.

* Real-World Example

In a workforce management implementation, planners responsible for payroll data validation could only
devote a few hours a week. Critical errors weren't found until user acceptance testing, causing a costly
reset of multiple project phases and delaying go-live by six months.

© Successful implementations account for these constraints by either temporarily backfilling operational
roles or bringing in external expertise to augment internal teams. The investment in proper resourcing
pays dividends through faster, more effective implementations.
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5. Vendor Over-Promise, Under-Deliver

Implementation partners and solution providers sometimes underestimate complexity during the sales cycle. Once
the contract is signed, retailers discover the "out-of-the-box" solution requires heavy customization—or that the
vendor's delivery team lacks deep retail experience.

Symptoms Impact Example

o Constant change orders for o Costs rise sharply beyond A specialty retailer was promised
"standard" functionality initial estimates "seamless omnichannel

e Missed milestones without e Trust erodes between partners integration” with a new POS. Six

clear recovery plans months in, they realized the

e Project becomes adversarial _ .
solution didn't support cross-

e Frustration over the vendor's rather than collaborative
lack of retail domain . - channel returns without extensive
e Business case ROI diminishes custom code—adding $800,000 to
knowledge

il G S el the project cost and delaying

o Different interpretations of launch by eight months.

contract scope

[J)' Vendor Management Best Practice

Before signing contracts, request detailed demonstrations of specific retail scenarios that matter to your
business. Insist on meeting the actual implementation team members, not just sales representatives.
Include clear performance metrics and exit clauses in your contracts.
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The Hidden Cost of Delay

When retail technology implementations stall or fail, the consequences extend far beyond the immediate project
budget. The true cost includes both tangible financial impacts and less visible but equally damaging effects on the
organization's competitive position and culture.

- 15% Gl 23% S 42%

Monthly Cost Increase Revenue Impact Opportunity Cost
Each month of implementation delay  Retailers with delayed omnichannel IT departments with stalled major
typically adds 10-15% to the original  implementations report up to 23% projects report that up to 42% of
project budget through extended lower growth in digital sales their strategic initiatives are
vendor contracts, internal resource compared to competitors who postponed or canceled as resources
allocation, and temporary solutions.  successfully modernize their remain tied up in troubled
technology stack. implementations.
Strategic Impact Organizational Impact
o Customer experience suffers: Outdated o Employee frustration grows: Staff lose
systems can't support omnichannel, confidence in both the system and leadership
personalization, or speed that customers expect « Innovation culture deteriorates: Failed projects
o Competitive ground is lost: While others create risk aversion for future initiatives

innovate and adapt to market changes, stalled « IT credibility damaged: Business stakeholders

projects keep retailers stuck in legacy become skeptical of technology investments

operations .
> o Talent retention challenges: Top performers
e Market opportunities missed: New business leave organizations with troubled
models or revenue streams remain inaccessible implementations

without modern technology foundations

/\ For retailers operating on thin margins, these cascading effects can significantly impact overall business
performance. The opportunity cost of maintaining legacy systems while competitors advance with modern
capabilities creates a widening competitive gap that becomes increasingly difficult to close.
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CRA's Rescue Framework

Cambridge Retail Advisors has helped hundreds of retailers reset projects across store systems, supply chain,
workforce management, eCommerce, ERP, customer engagement, and analytics: bringing troubled

implementations back on track and delivering measurable results. Our Implementation Rescue Framework
provides a structured approach to diagnose, stabilize, and recover troubled retail technology projects.

01

02

Assess and Diagnhose

Rapid discovery of root causes: requirements,
governance, vendor performance, resource constraints.
This typically involves stakeholder interviews, document
review, and technical assessment completed within 2-3
weeks.

03

Stabilize

Immediate interventions to stop scope creep, control
costs, and align stakeholders. This may include
implementing proper governance structures,
renegotiating vendor agreements, or resetting executive
expectations.

04

Realign and Replan

Establish a realistic roadmap, rebuild governance, and
reset expectations with vendors and internal teams. This
involves creating a detailed rescue plan with clear
deliverables, timelines, and accountability.

Key Differentiators

o Retail-specific expertise: Our team brings deep
domain knowledge across all retail segments and
technologies

e Vendor-neutral approach: We represent the
retailer's interests, not the technology provider's

e Hands-on implementation: We don't just advise—
we roll up our sleeves and help execute the rescue
plan

Deliver and Optimize

Hands-on project leadership and subject matter
expertise ensure successful go-live and adoption. This
includes implementation oversight, change
management, and post-launch optimization.

Timeline and Approach

While every rescue is unique, our typical engagement
follows this timeline:

o Weeks 1-3: Assessment and stabilization plan

o Weeks 4-8: Implementation of immediate
corrective actions

e Months 3-6: Realignment and execution of revised
plan

e Ongoing: Transition to sustainable operational
model
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Case in Point (Anonymized Example)

Background

A mid-size grocery chain with 120+ locations faced a POS implementation that was nine months behind schedule
and 40% over budget. The retailer had selected a tier-one solution but was struggling with customization

requirements, integration challenges, and store readiness. Vendor relationships had deteriorated, and executive

confidence was waning.

T

T

T

T

Challenge
Identification

CRA's assessment
revealed fundamental
gaps in requirements,

particularly around
loyalty integration and

inventory visibility.
Governance was
inconsistent, with no
clear decision

Intervention
Approach

CRA implemented a
three-tier governance
model, prioritized
requirements into
must-haves vs. future
enhancements, and
renegotiated vendor
deliverables with clear
acceptance criteria.

Execution
Strategy

The project was reset
with a phased rollout
plan, starting with
core functionality in
pilot stores. Change
management efforts
were doubled, with
dedicated store
champions identified.

Results Achieved

Within six months, the
project was back on
track, delivered
successfully to all
stores, and supported
a smoother
omnichannel
customer experience.
The retailer achieved
97 % of its original

framework. business case
benefits.
Metric Before Intervention After Rescue Improvement

Project Timeline 9 months behind

On revised schedule 100% compliance

Requirements Fulfilled 65% projected 93% achieved 28% increase

Stakeholder Confidence Low (2.1/5) High (4.3/5) 105% improvement

@ Key Success Factors

The turnaround succeeded because leadership committed to honest reassessment, frontline stakeholders
were engaged in the solution, and the focus shifted from blame to collaborative problem-solving. By
prioritizing must-have functionality for initial rollout, the retailer was able to demonstrate early wins while
building toward the complete solution.
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Key Takeaways

The journey from troubled implementation to successful deployment requires both strategic vision and tactical
execution. As retailers navigate increasingly complex technology landscapes, the ability to recognize warning signs
early and respond decisively becomes a critical competitive advantage.

Troubled implementations are more
common than most retailers admit

Industry data shows that 50-70% of retail technology
projects experience significant challenges.
Acknowledging this reality is the first step toward
prevention and remediation.

Failure points are predictable and
preventable—but only if addressed

The five key failure points outlined in this paper
consistently appear across implementations.
Organizations that proactively monitor for these issues
can intervene before projects derail.

"The difference between project failure and

Quick intervention reduces cost overruns success often isn't about the technology

and accelerates ROl realization itself—it's about governance, alignment, and
execution. Getting these fundamentals right

For every month a troubled implementation continues T .,

without correction, recovery costs increase by implementation.”

approximately 15%. Early intervention dramatically

improves the financial outcome. - Marty Whitmore, CRA Managing Partner

External expertise provides objective
assessment and specialized knowledge

With decades of hands-on retail experience, CRA brings
the perspective and expertise to rescue projects before
they collapse, offering both strategic guidance and
tactical support.

© Retailers who successfully navigate implementation challenges gain more than just functioning technology
—they build organizational capabilities that drive competitive advantage across all future initiatives. The
lessons learned through recovery become the foundation for ongoing technology excellence.
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Call to Action

If you are planning for an upcoming implementation or an existing one is behind schedule, over budget, or losing
stakeholder confidence, it's not too late. CRA specializes in Implementation Bailouts: helping retailers rescue
critical projects, stabilize delivery, and capture intended value.

@ Don't letimplementation challenges derail your retail transformation

Contact CRA today to schedule your Implementation Rescue Assessment and take the first step toward
getting your critical projects back on track.

Our Implementation Rescue Assessment includes:

Comprehensive project health Identification of critical issues Realistic recovery timeline and
evaluation and root causes approach

Actionable recommendations Cost/benefit analysis of

for immediate stabilization available recovery options

This no-obligation assessment provides retail executives with clarity on their implementation challenges and a
practical roadmap for recovery. Our team of retail technology experts has successfully guided retailers through
some of the most challenging implementation scenarios across POS, ERP, WMS, and omnichannel platforms.

(£ O 5o

Schedule a Consultation Receive Expert Implement Recovery Plan
Contact us to arrange a Assessment Partner with CRA to execute a
confidential discussion about Our retail technology specialists tailored rescue strategy that
your implementation challenges will evaluate your project and delivers results

identify recovery options
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Thank You

Cambridge Retail Advisors brings decades of experience guiding retailers through similar modernization initiatives.
By partnering with CRA, retailers can accelerate time-to-value, minimize risks, and position itself for sustained
competitive advantage. We welcome the opportunity to discuss in greater detail. Please contact us to schedule
next steps or explore options to accelerate your IT and supply chain transformation.

Marty Whitmore, Managing Partner
1 mwhitmore@cambridgeretailadvisors.com

Phone: (508) 328-3323

Sarah Pelton, Partner

2 spelton@cambridgeretailadvisors.com

Phone: (617) 308-6382

Mike Powell, Vice President
3 mpowell@cambridgeretailadvisors.com

Phone: (508) 944-0938
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