Mad Dog, Bad Dog, Good Dog, Dead Dog: 


A Cautionary Tale of Misalignment, Misjudgment, and Missed Opportunities


by


Charles C Francis, CEO Granite Bridge Advisors, Inc.








It's Monday morning at an organization in which IT strategy and business strategy are not aligned. At the senior managers' meeting, the focus is on the projected failure of the Information Technology (IT) staff to meet an impending deadline.





CEO:  “Should we shoot the IT dog today?  We've given him almost everything he wants and he still bites us all the time.” 





Vice President, Sales:  “Shoot him for sure. He's a nice dog, but he never does what he’s supposed to do.  





CFO:  "You can never depend on him—and he won’t hunt.  In fact, why don’t we get rid of the whole litter?” 





Director, Human Resources: "Okay, but he still has the 60 days we agreed on earlier to finish the software implementation project he started a year ago."





CEO:  "Okay, we’ll wait.  But this is his last chance. If it’s not finished by then, he’s out of here!”





Simultaneously, a discouraged IT staff is meeting, commiserating with one another over its failure to meet milestones and seeking a way to regain its stature in the eyes of management. 





IT Manager: “What do we do now, folks? We're four months behind with only two months to go. We're all dog-tired, and if we don’t watch out, we'll be dead dogs soon."





Technician #1: “Those senior managers are crazy. They lay impossible projects on us, and when we can’t do the tricks they want, they treat us like dogs."





Technician #2."There's so much friction around here, and everyone uses us as an excuse for their own bad performance. All they do is lower our budget and increase our workload. " 





Lead Developer. "We get absolutely no respect, and our ability to lead the business with better technology is nearly gone."





IT Manager:  "Anyway, we have to do the tricks, or we're dead dogs for sure. And there's no way they'll give us any more resources."





      Down in the trenches, IT takes a major misstep and dooms itself to the prophesized failure.











IT Manager: "Okay. First, some things have to go. Here’s what we have to do: 





Cancel the user meetings. We don’t have time to consult with the users now. We can sniff out the requirements for the user interface without them.  Besides, we know what they want.





Forget implementing the solution development methodology.  We'll just have to wing it.  I know this is the third time we've postponed the implementation, but we don’t have time to track all that stuff. Anyway, we're on Internet time and don’t need to follow all those dumb development rules.





Cancel all recruiting and interviewing for now.  We don’t have time to interview or train anyone.





We'll have to do more design on-the-fly.  We don’t have time to build an elaborate product architecture right now or a fancy process implementation methodology.





Toss the documentation and user manuals for now.  We can train the users and do the doc later when we have more time.





Forget the project reporting, the Monday staff meetings, and all that junk. We're probably way over budget now, but it’s too late to deal with that. Besides, we need more worker bees, and we don’t have time to complete all the forms and charts. I’ll get around to you whenever I can.  I never know who's supposed to do what with the project management system, anyway.





Cancel the problem, change, and configuration management tools implementation project.  We don’t have the resources to keep that project up-to-date.





No more independent testing.  The software coders can test their own work, and we can put the testers directly on the project. And forget the standard testing process and test script writing. They take too much time to complete.





Cancel the stress tests.  We can deal with performance and load testing after we get things up and running.





Backup, recovery, and security can wait for now.  We can always scramble if we


have to."





A group of very hard-working technicians and technical managers proceed to run around like mad dogs for a couple of months.  The project collapses, senior management is very angry and disillusioned, and  many of the line managers are secretly relieved because they can now blame the IT organization for some of their own shortcomings.  The IT manager and some of the IT staff are truly dead dogs.





What we've witnessed is a company in which business and IT goals are misaligned—one in which IT is viewed as a mere business tool and not as the means of gaining strategic business advantage.  As a matter of expediency, IT has been allowed to yield to the temptation of abandoning general and project management fundamentals.  This is due in large part to the company’s failure to recognize the importance of collaboration.





Should any of the IT managers and staff been fired?  Probably not. The CEO at the center of our little story might be incredulous with this answer, but the reality is that the top dog probably has failed every bit as much as the dogs he has shot.





This abandonment of minimal standard management practices has undoubtedly put the company behind the eight ball, if not at serious risk. The latter depends on how much of the planned solution has been implemented and whether or not it can be properly controlled over time.








Fundamentals Outweigh Mythical Magic





Ironically, in many organizations, management would never abandon its process fundamentals when developing one of its products for sale.  Yet, this abandonment is a common practice in IT, a department that is often crucial, if not strategic, for supporting virtually every aspect ot the company’s business.  Unfortunately, this type of situation often evolves as a company grows from small to large. In small organizations, management and process practices are less formal, and control is relatively easy. 





However, even in the smallest companies, there are minimum practices that must be adopted by the company and IT to insure success.  The failure to adopt these practices—or the abandonment of them— almost always leads to the disasters for which the IT discipline is infamous. Managers at all levels often ignore these minimum practices simply to gain time, which ultimately they almost always lose, because of the failures that occur along the way.





 It is these failures that create such bad blood and distrust between IT and upper management. It is also what has led so many CEO’s and IT managers to grasp for magic in their IT solutions. By magic, we allude to the IT manager who grabs and locks on to the notion that he or she has discovered a great new technology that will cure all the department’s woes and reestablish IT’s reputation within the company.  On the other hand, you have the CEO or other upper manager who thinks that the development of IT solutions is a quick and easy process because some vendor or peer has said so and that the solution is a slam dunk. 





Both camps are woefully wrong, and to large extent, this kind of thinking has been responsible for the thousands of IT failures that have occurred over the last forty years. No one would schedule a shuttle flight without putting controls in place, because they would be afraid the flight might not succeed. Why should we not do the same for any technical project? 





The scale and scope may be different. But if you want a project to succeed, it has to be properly designed, developed, tested, and managed.





Standard Practices Boost the Odds for Success





Note that we're talking of minimum practices here, but as organizations grow, the practices become more complex and a bit more cumbersome. The fundamental concept behind the process, however, does not change. Let’s look for a minute at the fundamentals the IT manager abandoned in an attempt to meet the department’s deadline:





User meetings.  Users lie at heart of the IT solution development process, whether it is the development of software or the design and implementation of hardware or network infrastructure solutions.  The minimum practice here is that upper management must insure that users play an integral role in the determination of requirements—and sign off on them when met.  Ultimately, there should be a Configuration Control Board that oversees the definition of IT solutions, an ongoing process. 





It is during this process that IT activities and deliverables are aligned with business needs and business processes. Although IT can help with determining  the feasibility of proposed solutions, any IT manager who argues that there is no time for user involvement, or thinks that IT managers know what users want, is out of line.  None of them sits in the user’s chair.


 


Solution development methodology.  A solution development methodology is an essential guide to a development process created specifically for solution developers. At a minimum, it provides a checklist of rules and the steps required to reach a successful solution. It ensures that deliverables, roles, and responsibilities are properly defined and that methods are in place to insure quality. 





The IT manager’s comment that they are operating on Internet time and don’t need a methodology is nonsense, as would be a CEO’s decision not to fund or acquire a verifiable methodology and require that it be followed.





Project management and reporting.  Ideally, there are dedicated project managers who are responsible for the in-budget, on-time delivery of a solution. At a minimum, each project should have a basic set of progress and budgetary metrics that are updated regularly for management review. These should include routine staff meetings and periodic project walkthroughs designed to head off issues. 





The IT manager who declines to use a standard project management method is foolhardy, as is the upper manager who doesn’t insist on this process.  Both are putting their company at unnecessary risk. And pulling project managers off to be developers in a crunch virtually assures serious trouble or failure in the future. 





Recruitment and job interviews.  Having the right people in place to do the right things right the first time is a core feature of well-designed solutions.  Slowing down or halting the recruitment process because it is time-consuming is a common mistake. However, it is better to get the right skills and suffer the time consequences than to come up with a partial or flawed solution. The minimum practice in this case is to keep the hiring process going, especially if the person being recruited is of critical importance to the project. 





Design on-the-fly. Designing on-the-fly is comparable to building a house without any plans. That’s okay for a prototype, or sometimes a very small solution, but IT solutions are usually made up of an innumerable number of parts and processes that cannot be integrated and organized without careful planning. Beware of the under-designed prototype. It is often built like a house of cards and can’t be converted to a real solution without falling apart. Managers who have thought otherwise have the scars to prove it. The minimum practice is to insist on a solution architecture plan signed off on by the key participants—the Configuration Control Board.





Documentation and user manuals.  While people come and go, solutions have to be maintained. The preparation of proper documentation is vital to maintaining the solution and protecting the intellectual property contained in the solution. Doc, as it is sometimes called, is usually the first thing to be sacrificed to a tight schedule.  





As future technicians and users try to understand how to use the solutions, the lack of documentation will be devastating. Thousands of software code reviews are conducted each year to determine how a software solution was designed and how the software actually works. Inline documentation of the code and functional user descriptions are the minimum practice in this area.   





Configuration, problem, and change management.  It is essential that these three critical elements in the development and implementation of a solution be carefully managed.  Whether it's a network and hardware infrastructure solution or a software solution that provides functionality for the user, the solution’s configuration, the problems it encounters, and the changes it undergoes must be closely monitored and recorded.





Configuration defines the components of a solution—its makeup in terms of functionality or use—and a vital role of upper management is to insure that what is needed in the product is actually going into it.  Problem management is oriented towards identifying, resolving, and tracking problems that are encountered while using a solution. It is these problems that prompt changes. 





Change management entails making sure that the changes being made are recorded and tracked, providing an audit trail of what has happened to the solution.  This makes it possible, if necessary, to back out of a change if it doesn't work and to get back to an earlier more-stable stage in development.





Independent testing.  Independent quality assurance and solution testing, along with a standard testing process, is basic to the development and implementation of an IT solution. The testing process must include a specific provision for adequate time and resources to do the job correctly. There also must be a gating (go/no go) function that insures that no successful effort is made to deliver a flawed solution. The widely held notion on the part of solution developers that they can test their own work is wrong-headed.  Even if they know where to look—and they often do not— solution developers rarely see their own mistakes after a certain point in the development process. 





Product stress tests.  IT hardware and software solutions often work only up to a point. Then, the performance of the solution can become an issue. In other words, the question arises of whether or not the solution can survive the stress that will be put on it.  Often referred to as solution capacity or scalability, this issue is frequently the source of solution failures. Not to stress test early and often is a prescription for serious trouble. 





Backup, recovery, and security.  Threats to IT infrastructure operations, service delivery, and ultimately to business continuity come from a variety of sources, both natural and man-made.  A computing facility, large or small, can be destroyed in a matter of minutes by tornadoes, floods, fire, hurricanes or even ordinary storms with high winds.  Similarly, cyber crime, whether inflicted from within by a disgruntled employee or from without by a computer hacker, can bring a business down to its knees overnight.  Terrorism can inflict untold damage to a company in an instant. 





The question is not if a breach will be attempted or a disaster will occur—it will.  The real issue is whether or not all necessary precautions have been taken and a contingency plan has been put in place—one that, when a disaster does occur, ensures continued operation of the business with minimal interruption.  This is not simply a corporate IT issue. It is a Board of Directors,  stockholder, and top management issue, complete with wide-ranging legal and financial implications. Sidestepping this issue, or relinquishing its handling to IT, carries enormous risk for a company. 








Solution Delivery Demands Early Collaboration





There are other fundamentals our IT managers could and probably would have abandoned in the situation we describe.  This abandonment would have taken place, in part, because of their own preconceived and dogmatic notions, and in part, because of their inexperience in dealing with users and top management.  Other contributing factors might well have been the lack of a mechanism or capability for communicating effectively with top management and other departments, and the unreasonable expectations of upper management about delivery schedules for, and the cost of, technology solutions. 





The delivery of IT solutions must be a collaborative process that involves all management, users, and the IT department at the earliest stages of a company’s life cycle.  Collaboration is not something that upper managers should wait to establish, because technology issues occur at the birth of a company and the inception of the IT solution development process. 





The solution delivery process must be controlled at all levels, and upper management must insist that the controls are in place and all aspects of product development properly tracked. And, of course, top management must be willing to pay for the controls. It is unfortunate that IT is usually an overhead item, but that it is, is a cold reality that must be accepted. Not at the expense of the solution, however.





As an organization and its IT projects become larger, the practices and processes will become more intricate and robust. The practices will evolve from minimum status to larger standard practices and possibly the adoption of world class practices as a company becomes a leader in its industry. 





However, the fundamentals that drive these practices never change—and they should never be allowed to change for expedience. That is a certain prescription for failure. 








Alignment Cuts Down on Dogfights





Management fundamentals get buried like bones in a company in which top management is not fully engaged with IT, and in which a non-collaborative mind-set prevails.. Experts of all breeds recommend the business/IT alignment to which we’ve referred as a cure for the dead-dog syndrome 





Software Magazine, on the basis of surveys by four leading IT research firms, asserts that this alignment’s the current top priority for CIOs.  And providing upper management's point of view, the Chairman and CEO of a leading investment management firm says, "…understanding that there is no difference between IT and the business is a critical part of success, and an environment where your IT and business professionals are in sync is a great opportunity to create competitive advantage.  That's what it's all about. That's how investors make money and companies succeed."





And that's how the proliferation of dog-eat-dog scenarios like the one described here can be 


slowed down or even halted. The fact is that a business organization, old or new, can learn new tricks and use them to achieve success. And one of the supposedly new tricks may simply be to reinstate and support the old fundamentals.
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