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Introduction

By providing holistic overviews and high-level constraints, guidelines and logic,
Enterprise Architecture (EA) aims to achieve coherent and goal-oriented organiza-
tional processes, structures, information provision and technology. Various claims
have been made regarding the application and effectiveness of EA, by academics and
practitioners alike. At the level of the entire organization, for example, benefits in the
reduction of complexity and realization of business/IT alignment have been claimed.
At the level of individual projects, costs and risks are said to be reduced when
complying with (i.e. conforming to) EA. Since EA conformance is crucial for gaining
the aforementioned benefits, various techniques for stimulating project compliance
with EA are suggested in the literature. This study aims to critically and empirically
verify various claims regarding EA benefits and conformance. The research question
therefore is: What benefits can be gained by conforming to EA, and what are the most
effective techniques for achieving conformance? The research method for testing the
hypotheses is an online survey (#=293) and subsequent statistical analysis (binomial
tests, chi-square tests, multivariate ordinal regression).
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Results

In general, we can conclude that most of the identified technigques for encouraging
compliance with EA are used regularly, such as compliance assessments of projects,
management propagation of EA, Project Start Architectures (i.e. architecture con-
tracts), architects providing assistance to or participating in projects, organized
knowledge exchanges, and the use of document templates. Quite notable is the fact
that financial incentives and disincentives are used only very rarely.

In terms of the organization as a whole, several benefits can be attributed to EA.
However, it seems that most positive perceptions are held regarding the sub-goals,
whereas the ultimate goals are not being judged as positively. EA, for example,
proves to be a good instrument to provide insight into the complexity of the
organization, whereas it is less suitable for actually controlling it. In addition, EA is
an effective means to depict a clear image of the desired future situation and a good
instrument to standardize, integrate or eliminate redundant processes and systems.
However, EA does not seem to be a good instrument to control costs. EA is also not a
highly effective means for achieving business/IT alignment.

Regarding the benefits for individual projects, EA simply does not seem to offer
projects very much in the way of time and cost savings, but it does clearly increase
delivered quality. In addition, EA offers better management of project risks and
complexity. Furthermore, projects conforming to EA do not get initialized faster than
projects that do not have to conform. In fact, a majority of the respondents indicate
that projects actually start up (much) slower than projects not conforming to EA. This
is probably due to the additional commitment that EA brings to bear on projects (such
as getting acquainted with architectural standards and balancing possible conflicts
between local and enterprise-wide interests).

Another interesting finding is that EA creators (e.g. enterprise architects) generally
tend to have more positive perceptions regarding EA than EA users (e.g. project
members). This can probably be attributed to their involvement and commitment. In
their turn, EA users can not view the overall picture due to their local focus.
Moreover, they have to deal with an additional effort when conforming to EA, which
may temper their enthusiasm regarding EA. Therefore, in order to have a balanced
view, it is of paramount importance that EA research takes both perspectives into
account.

Using multivariate ordinal regression, we studied the effects of the techniques for
stimulating compliance on project conformance, as well as the effects of project
conformance on achieving the benefits for the organization and individual projects.
Figure 1 presents some of the most interesting findings (excluding the statistics).

Three techniques prove to be important determinants of project conformance:
compliance assessments of projects, management propagation of EA, and assistance
to projects. In general we observe that the more a technique is used, the higher the
level of conformance achieved. Being assessed on compliance has the largest effect
on whether projects will actually conform. The fact that a project will be explicitly
confronted with its nonconformance apparently stimulates them to comply with the
norms. This could be due to the fact that carrying out compliance assessments is an
indication of the importance of conforming or, alternatively, simply to the project’s
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Fig. 1. The empirical model for EA conformance and benefits.

desire to avoid confrontation. Management propagation of the importance of EA has
the second largest influence. Third in rank is providing assistance to the projects when
applying the EA’s rules and guidelines.

In its turn, conformance has significant influence on several EA-related benefits.
Four project benefits could be attributed to conformance, namely delivering more of
the desired functionality and quality, and better management of complexity and risks.
If there is a high level of conformance, then projects conforming to EA —compared to
non-conforming projects —are likely to achieve higher levels of these benefits.

Project conformance is also positively associated with enterprise-wide benefits.
The strongest relationships were found for accomplishing enterprise-wide goals,
achieving an optimal fit between IT and business processes, and also integrating,
standardizing or eliminating redundancy from related processes and systems. These
represent some of the key aims of Enterprise Architecture, the achievement of which
in the respondents’ experience is dependent on project compliance with EA.
Especially for the last two benefits the important role of projects is not difficult to see:
business/IT alignment in processes and integrating several individual systems are
typically EA-related issues, but the organization is highly dependent on projects for
actual implementation. It is therefore not entirely unexpected to find strong rela-
tionships with project conformance here. Weaker, but still statistically significant
associations were found for other important goals, such as achieving organizational
agility and providing insight into and controlling the complexity of the organization.
See the full paper for an overview of all significant effects.

Particular interesting is the fact that project conformance seems to have more
impact on organization-wide benefits than on project-level benefits. This demon-
strates that (project conformance to) EA is indeed an important factor in achieving
enterprise-wide benefits and goals. Contextual factors, such as the economic sector
and organizational size also have a (moderate) influence. To conclude, this study has
shown that EA offers different kinds of value, but that additional effort is required
from the IS community to fulfill more of its promised potential.
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