Chapter 8: Acquisition Leadership, Accountability and Transparency. Who is in Charge?

Summary and Recommendations
Information Technology Acquisition Accountability is a delicate subject; and unfortunately encourages defensive behavior. The daunting nature of the technology causes leaders to refrain from involvement; and shield themselves from the impact. But we would argue that all of information technology is about implementing a leader vision for the operation, it is imperative that the leader be involved far more directly than we see today.  Transparency in the area of Information technology is good for the funding agent, good for the clients, and good for the affected parts of the organization. In this regard, communication about the change that is coming is also the purview of Leadership. 
Organizational culture and the impact of change is the purview of leadership. Organizational change is also the purview of the leader. The employees have to trust and support the leader objectives else the operation will slowly degrade and wither.  The leader needs to inspire confidence in change, and movement towards the achievement of their vision.  Hence involvement in Information Technology Investment is a requirement for leadership.

Recognizing the span of control and the time demands allows for a sliding scale to be applied. This all implies that the larger the project; the greater the involvement of the leadership. However, even for minor projects, the leader must be assured that the investment and resultant change in operation should advance their vision, the quality and improvement in the process in the operation. Otherwise, why make the investment.

Funding agencies need to require a detailed plan that contains assurances that they follow the leader plan. In reporting, the funding agents need to be reassured of the involvement of the leader. For large projects, the leader should be the submitting official and the advocate for change; and the plan detailed enough to allow the leader to assume the role of configuration czar. 

The selection of a project manager should come after the plan has been approved, and the larger the project the leader should be seen as the project manager for a longer period. When finally delegating to a project manager, the detailed plans should contain an endorsement that they do not alter the leader vision.

Oversight through earned value systems and periodic reports does not relieve the leadership of conditioning all the stakeholders that the project will satisfy  the leader vision for the future. 

Purpose of Information Technology Investment

Investment in any technology supports on going activity in the operation.  Presuming that it is not initial investment, which would be under the authority of investors or early senior management; subsequent investment is largely to facilitate expansion of operations or to increase the productivity of on going operations.  If the operation is undergoing an expansion, then this will cause a redistribution of the productive resources and training for any new personnel to handle the expansion.  In either event, senior management would want to be involved to determine the right allocation of the people and resources and the reasonable mission accomplishment for the expansion. 

If the investment is to increase the productivity of the operation, this introduces as much change to the culture as if an expansion had occurred.  Nominally this is where information technology has its greatest impact; and finds its problems.  The substitution of technology for human resources has always driven cultural change, and never more so than in the case of substituting Information Technology which requires some precision in the human interface, and training involving both time and talent.  Cultural change is a moment for leadership, a moment for management and a moment where they overlap. The reason is that when change comes people get nervous about their position relative to continuing value.  With change come an opportunity for error, and therefore a change to the value of the individual.  Reassurance comes from operation leadership, re-building the confidence and therefore value of the residual workforce. 

As the value of the Information Technology Investment increases, it does so almost in direct proportion to the impact on the operation; and therefore the involvement of senior leadership becomes, as well, directly in proportion to the value of the investment. 

Expectations for return on the Information Technology Investment

Every investment carries with it the expectation of a return; whether it comes from a government satisfying a service requirement for the constituents, or a company satisfying its customers.   One of the most difficult Return Expectations comes from investment in cost centers that operate on a budget; and service internal customers; and therefore don’t consider themselves to be subject to the normal pressures of the expected return market.  Unfortunately here is precisely where Information Technology investments are targeted. These kinds of investments do though serve to increase the capacity of operations by allowing for smoother internal processing of routine paperwork; or routine accounting records.  They might also serve to standardize or control processes such as machine production, or inventory ordering models that directly impact the customer perception of the operation, and more directly reflect upon the management and leadership of the operation as to rigor and quality. 

The less visible or transparent the expected return is from an investment; the greater is the responsibility of the enterprise manager, sponsor, or leader to be involved in the requirement development, and the specifications for the information technology. This is because the affected employees must perceive the benefit for the operation for all the change they are being asked to absorb; and the manager must recognize the business plan and expected objective from the investment prior to its approval and commencement.  Because of the internal and therefore less financial visibility that might be accorded to the Information Technology investment; the rigor for both analyzing and completing the project business plan remains the responsibility of senior operations leadership. They alone can communicate with the employees as to the purpose of the investment; and with the stakeholder community as to what the expected returns are; and the impact to the operation for the investment. 

This principle is seen to have merit and the complete involvement of the senior leadership during the initial approval cycle; but then the rigor of continuing involvement tends to diminish. This diminishment introduces objective drift; and ultimately confusion as to the project intent, and perhaps loss of the value of the investment. 

Differences between an Update to the Information Technology Infrastructure and a New Install.

Implications of re-engineering processes and the role of the leader

As we have discussed, the investment in Information Technology implies there’s to be a change in the way that the operation operates.  As the saying goes, the problem with change is that you have to change.  The involvement of the leader and senior management is crucial in establishing trust with the employees that will be impacted; and communicating with the Information Technology professionals the specifics of what is the current operation; and what will be the new operation given the insertion of the Information Technology System being invested in.  

This difficult collection identifies all of the front end interfaces to replicate or enhance the sources of process inputs as well as intermediate flows and outputs that the system is expected to produce.  As well, for the immediate operation, would identify all of the process outputs and what happens to them as well as where do they go and what they impact during the present operation. All of this should be very recognizable to management and leadership, as well as the employees as the ‘As Is’ Condition.  Very importantly, these as is inputs and outputs begin to form the specifications for the Information System Developers.  Only senior management and leadership can comprehend the total scale of the throughput; and therefore making certain that the present process is replicated as the As Is condition is a vital piece of Information Technology design.  

The next step is leader dependent; as this is where the rigor starts for this is where the ‘to be’ condition will be developed. This also frames whether or not the Information Technologist can in fact design the improved process, and begins to frame expectations for returns. By ensuring that all the inputs to the old system are accounted for, and all the users, and outputs are satisfied; allows the designer to range into how the system can be simplified; and the process improved. The absence of a leaders vision as to the purpose of the Information Technology investment reinforces the status quo, and will lead to automating the current practice. This builds present inefficiencies into a more expensive system, and rarely results in improvement.

Once designed, initially planning the transition, by contemplating what will be changed is a helpful exercise, requiring high leader content, an essentially socializing the change prior to its occurrence. It lets the employees into the process directly; and  will be the start of the planning for installation, beta test; and full implementation as the project comes to fruition.  This transition plan, sketchy that it may be, is also the brochure and template for the actual plan which will come as a result of the actual implementation of the new Information technology System.

Simply automating the old process will not result in improvement, though it may speed it up. The leader needs to drive for the expected return, and not miss the issue of designing the ‘to be’ process.  By conducting this process review, the system specifications can be generated cooperatively; and employee expectations properly valued.

Role of Leadership in the Acquisition of Information Technology

As we alluded to in the previous section the leader has a significant role in creating and executing the vision and design of the information technology.  They maintain consistency with the culture of the organization.  Further the leader must inspire the workforce to lend their talents to driving the specifications and describing the human interfaces to allow improvement in the operation.  

The leader must go beyond operational goals to establish external goals as well for the IT system as it is developed. For example, goals supporting system integrity to assure that quality will be higher under the new system; and with Cyber Theft a reality, system security to make sure that the goal of improvement doesn’t result in a lack of trust to the entire operation. 

The organizational leader must also build trust in the people through a communications campaign to drive the purpose of the investment and secure buy in from the people to support and help create the new or ‘to be’ system. Ultimately the advocacy to the funding agent must be demonstrated by the leader as to need, purpose, and description of the return or business plan to include the transition plan from the described ‘as is’ condition to the forecasted ‘to be’ system.

The funding agent will hold the leader responsible for their advocacy; and therefore expect their involvement in the project from the start to the returns reports.  The best role here is to appoint a project manager, be the senior review official, and be prepared to become the configuration czar so that any suggested revisions must be tracked back to the initial vision for change and be seen to enhance that goal.  As the system is better and better defined, the leader must be supportive to project management to continuously drive configuration control and the tested result to maintain tight controls over the ultimate design; and stay true to the employees as to what the outcome will be. 

The final role of leadership is to socialize the roll out of the system to assure the workforce that the plan will minimize disruption, and the resultant impact to organization image and morale as the change is accomplished. Communications from the top is required. 

Role of Project Management in Information Technology Investment

The appointment of a project manager as described above often comes too early in the process of information technology investment.  Organizational Leadership must be the driver in initial design. Project manager should have a detailed description of the vision, the as is condition and to be condition with a draft transition plan.  The leader serves in the role of project manager to get initial specifications and interfaces for the new system. This initial configuration and system design becomes the path to the Leadership vision; and serves as the baseline configuration control document. Now the leader can turn over project management to a systems expert with the mission of satisfying the vision.

So with a defined path, the project manager must complete the detailed planning document, looking for flaws in the interface controls; and detailing the process flow to assure completeness.  This requires preparing detailed specifications and getting signatures from suppliers and clients for interface control documents and human interaction specifications so the systems designer is constrained to the leader vision; and the organizations definition of the to be condition.  If the vision is for installing Commercial off the shelf; this should be a part of the leader vision; and incorporated into the interface control sign offs. This eliminates custom design right up front; and demonstrates strong leader influence. When these interfaces are left undone; processes can be mis-defined; and there results confusion as to just how the system is to work. 

Human interface s include screen design and layout to allow early testing as to adequacy of the design.  This may drive the data architecture if a data base system is involved.  The role of project management here is to find disconnects and define them very early. Waiting for the systems test in information technology, is the same as waiting for final assembly to find subsystem defects in physical platforms; very expensive.  These disconnects and impacts to the established order of process, or to other elements of the operation, or to clients must be brought to the attention of the Leadership and resolved. If they result in system redesign; the leader must be the approving official.  

With all this preliminary work; the project manager can now get to the actual project management. Establishing schedules, setting interim performance goals, for the detailed specifications establishing an internal configuration steering board to evaluate trades and either ask for appropriate delegation or bring decisions to leadership for resolution.  

Much like fishing, there is a lot more to the set up than the actual event. But, with proper set up; the project will run smoothly, and the systems earned value management process will demonstrate great results.  This is the proper role of the project manager.  

The leader must accomplish the architecture of the system; and then appoint a project manager for the implementation of the system. This allows the leader to continue to manage the operation; and as well monitor and be able to personally support the project manager in his reports to the funding agent or to the work force and clients. 

Recommended actions for Information Technology Acquisition
In even the smallest of Information Technologies, wherein only a subsection of an organization is affected; the role of the leader remains visionary. The role of information technology is to satisfy goals that are subordinate to the vision. So it can be recommended that the leader be involved in every information technology investment, at least to see that it in fact reinforces the overall vision and goals for the organization. In the same way, as each will impact the organizations culture, driving change through the organization; this is the purview of the leader.  But the leadership is stretched,  and time is limited. None the less, the involvement of the leader in the initial design and goal setting for systems is important; and so having leadership sign off on IT investment and allowing the funding agent to see the reinforcement of the vision is a good thing.

As the scale of the investment becomes larger relative to the scale of the operation the dedication of the leader to greater and greater detail is recommended.  Concepts that force the leader to delay delegating to an implementing project manager and design greater detail into the systems plan accomplishes many objectives. The leader becomes more and more familiar with the total impact and expectation for the investment. This will demand a greater understanding as to the as is condition, and in the design of the to be condition. There are times when automation is not the answer, as automation can inhibit human interaction not enhance it, so problems don’t get resolved, they only get documented.  Involving the leader in the ‘to be’ design will allow them to be exposed and take ownership of the ensuing organizational design. 

The leader familiarity will also support ultimate system integrity, through rigorous test and checkout.  Identifying scalability and choke points in the process is very important and impacts the achievement of returns on the investment. 

The plan is the Leaders plan, and implemented by Management, and so is subject to configuration control at the Leadership Level , so require a certification and commitment to involvement by the leader.  The project manager should have a standard certification that they submit periodically that there has been no change introduced that alters the leaders plan. This will reassure the stakeholders that the system stays true to the vision. Trust but verify, via annual or bi-annual reporting by the leadership to the funding agent, identifying and justifying any changes to the Leader owned plan.

So for recommendations:

1. The Organizational Leadership should be the sponsor of any Information Technology Investment, and submit a top level plan that is the leaders plan

2. The appointment of the project manager should follow the development of the leaders plan, and not precede it

3. The project manager should prepare and submit a detailed plan that includes an expansion of the leader plan and goes to the detailed specification of the project to include completed interface control documents signed off appropriately, and initial designs for human interface 

4. This plan should include a certification to the funding authorities that the detailed plan does not alter the leaders plan.

5. The organizational leader should accompany any reporting, and should endorse any reports.
