IS5600 - Class 9

Cultural Miscommunications in Offshore Software Development

Part A: The Situation

Danny Wong knew that VedicSoft, an offshore software provider located in Bangalore, India, considered that they had done well to get a contract from one of Hong Kong’s leading engineering firms, Starburst Technologies. As a senior engineer, Danny had selected VedicSoft in preference to other, better known offshore providers because he wanted a smaller firm that would be agile in its response to his needs, providing top quality workers for his top priority project. Indeed, Danny knew that VedicSoft would work all hours of the day so as to complete the contract on time and within budget so as to make sure that this, their first major project, was successful. 

Danny realised that there might be cultural differences between the Indian team and his Hong Kong Chinese employees, but he was not too bothered. He had excellent people skills and was well regarded within Starburst for this. Moreover, VedicSoft’s project managers assured Danny that while VedicSoft was a small company, it employed well educated programmers and engineers, who were relatively westernised compared to their colleagues. In India, they were considered part of the Internet Generation.

Danny identified two fixed cost projects that needed to be completed within 8 months. Each of these projects had specific deadlines, interim reports and progress assessments. Murdhi would manage the first of these projects, and Sudha would manage the second. Each project would require the time and energy of 15-20 programmers, as well as two project supervisors. Danny, together with his three senior engineers, flew to Bangalore for a 10-day visit to work out the details of the projects and ensure that work started on course. Both Murdhi’s and Sudha’s teams agreed that they would maintain daily email contact with Danny and his HK-based colleagues. Danny felt strongly that VedicSoft was thrilled to be involved in the project, really looking forward to the work ahead. When he left Bangalore, his gut feeling was very positive that he had made the right choice in VedicSoft.

At the beginning, both projects started well. The Indian teams were able to take advantage of the time zone gap with Hong Kong with flexible working hours. Sudha did not object to Danny’s request that his team take on more responsibility half way through the project. This enabled Danny’s team to undertake some new work that had just come in: a redesign that helped his project compete better. Conference calls were positive and indicated that good progress was being made towards the projects’ objectives.

Six weeks into the project, Sudha’s team had finished the testing, which again pleased Danny. However, he was less pleased to discover that some of the other activities were now behind schedule. This spelt trouble. He emailed Sudha to ask what was happening, why the slippage had occurred and why the issue had not been raised in the weekly teleconference. At the same time, Danny was hosting Murdhi in Hong Kong. Murdhi had arrived on a short training visit. Danny realised that Murdhi’s project was complex and proving to take up more time and resources than had been expected. Murdhi’s emails frequently highlighted how much time and energy his team were putting into the project. Danny understood the situation well and appreciated the hard work that Murdhi was doing. When Danny and Murdhi talked about the project, Danny could see immediately that Murdhi lacked sufficient resources to complete the project on time. Danny asked Murdhi why he had not requested more time and resources so as to deal with the situation more effectively. 

Murdhi became visibly annoyed at this suggestion. He indicated that that was precisely what he had been doing for the last 3 weeks. Danny was puzzled. He hadn’t seen such an email. He hadn’t heard such a message in the weekly teleconference. Had some emails gone astray? What was going on? Clearly the Indian project managers were not at all stupid, but something was not right in the communication between himself and both Sudha and Murdhi. He looked back through all the emails, but couldn’t see anything at all.

Questions:

What had happened? Why did the communication fail? Which aspects?

What should have happened? What did all three actors fail to realise?

