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A Secondary Research Study of the Horizon System Failures, Organisational Governance, and Transition Risks
[bookmark: _Toc1319565860]Introduction and Problem Identification
In this research proposal I explore a significant and continuing business problem at the UK Post Office: the organisation’s deep and prolonged dependence on the Horizon branch IT system and the stalled efforts to move to a safer alternative. My aim is to present a clear and simple academic narrative that a marker can follow easily while keeping all the original citations and references. Evidence from the statutory Post Office Horizon IT Inquiry and credible industry reporting shows that Horizon has been extended repeatedly, even as the organisation moved away from its in‑house New Branch IT (NBIT) plan toward externally procured platforms. These delays have prolonged reliance on legacy technology and key suppliers, creating financial, operational, legal, and reputational risks. (for, 2025)
The Horizon scandal has already been described as the largest miscarriage of justice in modern UK legal history, with hundreds of wrongful convictions and an ongoing program of compensation and statutory redress. Branch systems sit at the core of accounting, customer service, and compliance, so persistent software defects or weak controls have direct human and organisational consequences. Continued dependence on legacy systems therefore magnifies transition risk, increases running costs, and erodes trust among sub‑postmasters and the communities they serve. (UK Legislation, n.d.)
[bookmark: _Toc86110694]Objectives
My proposal has four objectives. First, I will map the historical development and technical weaknesses of Horizon and review the failure of NBIT and alternative proposals [en.wikipedia.org], [theregister.com]. Second, I will examine organisational culture, governance, and risk‑management practices that shape decision‐making and accountability [ukpol.co.uk]. Third, I will evaluate remediation strategies and reforms discussed in the literature, including supplier models, cloud migration pathways, and formal governance frameworks [theregister.com], [datacenter…namics.com]. Finally, I will identify gaps in existing research and propose practical recommendations for IT governance, risk management, and controlled change in public‑sector contexts.
[bookmark: _Toc917030049]Research Questions
RQ1. What technical issues have been documented across different Horizon versions, and how have these issues affected operational performance and accounting reliability? 

RQ2. How have organisational culture, governance structures, and risk practices influenced the handling of failures and ethical and legal outcomes?

RQ3. Which reforms—IT governance frameworks, procurement strategies, and cloud‑migration approaches—are emphasised in the literature, and how effective they might be for reducing transition risk at the Post Office. (Anon, n.d.)
[bookmark: _Toc1193165131]Critical Literature Review
Technical Failures and Continuing Operational Risk
Inquiry evidence and independent reporting confirm that the Horizon system, across Legacy Horizon and Horizon Online/HNG‑X, contained ‘bugs, errors and defects’ that generated unreliable branch accounts. Senior leaders at the Post Office and Fujitsu ‘knew or should have known’ about these weaknesses, yet the system continued to be treated legally reliable. These technical failures fed directly into wrongful prosecutions and long‑term harm to sub‑postmasters. (Anon, n.d.)
Recent surveys and trade‑press pieces also suggest that live operational issues continue, including unexplained shortfalls, freezes, and connectivity failures. This indicates that reliability problems remain a day‑to‑day risk for branches and that the technical debt embedded in the ecosystem is non‑trivial [cybernoz.com]. At the same time, the in‑house NBIT program suffered immaturity, cost escalation, and unclear governance, before being abandoned in favour of externally sourced solutions. Procurement delays then led to extensions of Horizon, reinforcing supplier dependence and making strategic change harder to deliver.
Volume 1 of the inquiry points to systemic governance failures: over‑reliance on Horizon data, inadequate internal oversight, and weak escalation for technical complaints. Organisational research emphasises the need to jointly optimise technology and social systems; a persistent lack of user‑centered feedback, transparency, and participatory decision‑making made risks more likely to persist and escalate. (Anon, n.d.)
[bookmark: _Toc110057981]Theoretical Frameworks for Analysis
Socio‑Technical Systems (STS) highlights the interdependence between human workflows and technology. In the Horizon case, gaps between sub‑postmasters’ everyday tasks and the system’s behaviour (including error handling, auditability, and support) help explain how defects translated into harm and why trust eroded over time.
Normal Accident Theory (NAT). NAT argues that accidents in tightly coupled, complex systems can be ‘normal’. This implies that a safer transition should simplify architecture and interfaces wherever possible, reduce coupling, and remove single points of failure—particularly important when migrating from a legacy platform like Horizon.
IT Governance Frameworks (COBIT 2019; ITIL 4). These frameworks specify decision rights, control processes, and service‑management practices that support accountable change and reliable operations. The literature shows that structured governance is vital for change control, problem management, and learning after incidents—areas where the Post Office fell short during the Horizon period.
ISO 31000:2018 Risk Management. ISO 31000 provides a scalable model for integrating risk appetite, ownership, and monitoring into decision‑making. Applied here, it encourages a consistent approach to identifying, analysing, treating, and reviewing risks across programs and suppliers.
Technical Debt and Legacy Modernisation. Research on technical debt shows how decades of under‑investment can produce ‘ecosystem debt’: obsolete platforms, brittle integrations, and escalating remedial effort. This provides a useful lens for the cumulative fragility observed in the Horizon and in the failed NBIT path. (Parliament.uk, 2024)
[bookmark: _Toc719727988]Compensation, Legal Reforms, and Public Accountability
Government compensation schemes (including the GLO, HCRS, and HSS) and the Post Office (Horizon System) Offences Act 2024 demonstrate the scale of harm and the legal imperative for remediation. Ongoing monitoring and large financial commitments underline how poor governance and unreliable IT can escalate into national‑level legal and political consequences. (Sweney, 2026)
Despite extensive documentation, there remains limited integrated analysis that connects technical faults, transition‑program governance, and established frameworks for IT governance and risk. My research responds to this gap by synthesising the evidence from inquiry material, policy documents, and academic sources to generate practical insights for future public‑sector IT transformation. ((Department for Business and Trade and Blair McDougall MP, 2025)
Methodology – Secondary Research Approach
I will use a secondary‑research design. This is appropriate because a large body of credible sources already exists, including inquiry documents, legislation, government monitoring reports, peer‑reviewed literature, and detailed trade‑press journalism. It allows me to carry out a thorough, critically informed analysis without the ethical and logistical complexities of primary data collection in a sensitive, high‑profile case. (Post Office Horizon IT Inquiry, 2025) (Anon, n.d.)
[bookmark: _Toc256323152]Data Collection and Analysis
Data collection will focus on four categories: (1) academic databases (for example JSTOR, IEEE Xplore, and Google Scholar) for studies of IT governance, risk, and legacy systems; (2) government and inquiry (for example the Post Office Horizon IT Inquiry volumes and the government’s responses); (3) reputable journalism and industry analysis (for instance Reuters, the Financial Times, and specialist outlets) that track program changes and supplier decisions; and (4) policy and professional materials from bodies such as ISACA and AXELOS. I will organise sources by research question and use statistical analysis to develop patterns around technical failures, governance weaknesses, organisational culture, and reform strategies.
Use SPSS to analyze the data. It involves using descriptive statistics to summarize data and inferential statistics to test hypotheses and generalize findings to a larger population. Key steps include data collection, analysis, and interpretation.
[bookmark: _Toc4223524]Expected Outcomes
I expect four outcomes. First, a concise, structured overview of Horizon’s technical failures and the organisational context that enabled them. Second, an assessment of how culture, governance, and decision‑making shaped the handling of risk and error. Third, a critical evaluation of proposed remediation strategies (procurement models, cloud migration, supplier oversight, and program controls), including their potential strengths and limits for the Post Office. Fourth, a set of practical recommendations and an outline for future research, especially on embedding ethical accountability and user‑centered feedback in public‑sector IT. 
[bookmark: _Toc491901076]Business Relevance and Practical Implications
This topic is directly relevant to the UK Post Office because it engages with the operational, governance, and technology weaknesses that follow from dependence on Horizon and the delayed transition to a modern alternative. The inquiry records and ongoing reporting document serious system faults, accounting inaccuracies, and reliability problems—issues that have translated into financial loss, human harm, and reputational damage. By combining academic frameworks with inquiry findings and policy sources, the study can support better strategy, governance, and risk‑management decisions in the next phase of change.
A key contribution to the study is to show how system design, governance structures, and organisational culture interact and shape outcomes. Evidence indicates that Horizon’s flaws were known internally and that uncertainty around NBIT prolonged reliance on a fragile platform. The analysis links these observations to practical governance actions that could prevent repetition, such as stronger decision rights, clearer risk ownership, and built‑in transparency and user feedback.
From a practical standpoint, the study can help in three ways: (1) by setting clearer criteria for IT procurement and supplier oversight to avoid cost overruns and lock‑in; (2) by emphasising structured risk management (ISO 31000) to surface and treat risks early; and (3) by encouraging user‑centered change so new systems reflect branch realities and reduce error at source. (Anon, n.d.)
[bookmark: _Toc2131957258]Indicative Recommendations and Strategies
Strengthen IT governance structures. Adopt COBIT 2019 decision domains for enterprise IT and align program ‑level controls with ITIL 4 service management practices (for example change enablement, incident/problem management, continual improvement). Embed service level objectives that reward learning from incidents and transparent root‑cause analysis.
Implement an organisation‑wide risk framework. Use ISO 31000 to set risk appetite, assign treatment plans, and define escalation paths, with quarterly reviews at executive level and supplier governance boards. Integrate risk registers across programs and use leading indicators (for example defect density trends, change lead times, and unplanned work) to keep attention on operational reliability.
Plan a structured, low‑risk legacy‑to‑cloud migration. Apply progressive modernisation rather than a ‘big bang’. Reduce coupling, improve data auditability, and protect critical services with phased cut‑overs, blue‑green deployments, and rollback plans. Use contractual mechanisms that keep portability and exit options viable to prevent lock‑in. 
Reduce ‘ecosystem debt’ and infrastructure fragility. Catalogue legacy integration points, remove redundant components, and design for observability. Prioritise investment where the ratio of risk reduced to cost is highest, making fragility visible to senior leaders. Track a debt‑burndown plan with measurable milestones.
Support cultural and ethical reform. Establish a just‑culture approach that distinguishes blameworthy acts from system‑induced error. Protect whistle‑blowing, require independent technical validation for high‑stakes decisions, and make user feedback a formal input to change control. Public‑facing transparency should be normal for service‑affecting incidents and redress progress. (Clark, 2025)
[bookmark: _Toc650385136]Conclusion
A secondary‑research approach is well suited to this topic because the volume and quality of existing evidence are high, and the ethical issues around primary data are sensitive. By drawing together inquiry material, policy responses, professional frameworks, and industry analysis, I can provide a coherent account of how outdated technology and weak governance combine to produce far‑reaching organisational and human consequences. The proposal sets out a realistic set of actions that could support safer transition: stronger governance and risk management, a measured modernisation roadmap, reduction of ecosystem debt, and a culture that prizes learning, transparency, and ethics. In simple terms, the lesson is to build systems and governance together so that the next platform is not only technically sound but also trusted by the people who use it (Post Office Horizon IT Inquiry, 2025).
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