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INFORMATION technology and IT professionals
provide the business world

with everything from increased manufacturing efficiencies to
global online collaboration. However, in many companies,
the relationship between business and IT can be strained
when both are not on the same page. Business value results
could be tremendously improved if the Berlin Wall between
a company’s business side and its IT department were torn
down, and the quicker the better.

COMPANIES CANNOT PLAY
THAT WAY ANYMORE

The big problem with the IT/business
relationship is the lack of a real relation-
ship, and it centers on the following
three key points:

1. Many IT professionals are not
sure what business they are in
— the company’s core
business or the IT business.

2. For all the criticism hurled its
way, technology does work.
Specifically, IT professionals are
doing a very good job of producing
IT products that could significantly
enhance the way companies work.

3. However, IT professionals must get much
more involved with their company’s core business and
its customers instead of just delivering technology tools
and leaving. If not, the home run ball will keep falling
just short of clearing the fence.

Companies cannot continue to play this way because it is
wasting billions. In fact, as shown in Figure 1, this ranking

from a recent conference attendees’ poll spared no sacred
cows. User-friendliness shortcomings, software not integrated,
systems implemented but not being used, and users’ resis-
tance to new software are not someone’s imagination. On top
of all this stone throwing, notice that the No. 1 challenge is
one that has become a corporate rallying cry: Business
value/ROI is not achieved or measurable on IT projects.

BREAKING CHALLENGES INTO
SOLUTION BUNDLES

One of the best ways to deal with these challenges is
by first breaking them into two logical, manage-

able bundles. Bundle One contains the more
technically-oriented issues such as getting

technical project results, software inte-
gration, user-friendliness, security,
and software selection. Bundle Two
contains issues relating to the
business side and getting return on
investment (ROI) from IT invest-
ments such as business value,
Change Management, requirements

definition, utilization, and training.
What is needed? The solution for

technically-oriented Bundle One is not
just Project Management services, but

substantially better Project Management than
the sub-par version currently practiced across many

parts of the business/IT landscape. For Bundle Two, a newly
developed idea helps with those challenges: VEST (Value
Extraction from Systems/Technology), which means extract-
ing maximum value from the company’s IT investment by
integration of newly introduced information technology into
day-to-day business operations.

Tearing Down the
Berlin Wall Between

Business and IT
In many companies, the relationship between business and IT can be strained when both are

not on the same page. Business value results could be tremendously improved if the Berlin
Wall between a company’s business side and its IT department were torn down.

Reminiscent of the
old Abbott and Costello
baseball routine, “Who’s
on first?,” IT’s business
predicament is similar
to the comedians but
without the humor.
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Breaking down these two bundles, rigor-
ous Project Management and rigorous
Program Management are needed for better
technical management. See Figure 2.
What is needed for better business perfor-
mance is proactive business user support,
which translates into Operations
Integration and VESTing.

Rigorous Project Management is an
especially key point. While IT departments
are one of the most Project Management-
friendly organizations within a company,
most still face an uphill battle toward
becoming more skilled, competent and
hard-nosed in taking in a new software sys-
tem, implementing it and then operationally
aligning it. Why? Too many organizations
look sophisticated on the outside, but
beneath the shiny veneer the rigorous
Project Management discipline is missing.
And that is only the beginning. Too often,
the project manager has too few credentials
and the project charter, plan, critical path
diagram, resourcing tables, and detailed
schedules are not tightly managed. For the
complexity and sheer difficulty of some
system implementations, only the most
rigorous Project Management should be
acceptable, and that is simply not the case
in many important IT projects.

Ironically, the main reason that Project
Management that is more rigorous will not
solve every problem is because many com-
panies actually have too many projects;
many of these projects need to be linked as
programs. Therefore, until IT departments
can develop a Program Management
mindset/competence and begin managing
bundles of projects, individual project per-
formance will likely plateau or even
decrease. In other words, project perfor-
mance will only get so good and then it will
stop improving. The bottom right box in
Figure 2 illustrates how better business
performance begins with understanding the
IT department’s real business, and then
helping the overall company achieve
Operations Integration, VESTing and
gaining full business value.

WHO’S IN JAVA,
WHO’S IN TIRES?

Reminiscent of the old Abbott and
Costello baseball routine, “Who’s on first?,”
IT’s business predicament is similar to the
comedians but without the humor. Picture this
real-life example, taken from a consultant’s

speaking engagement. Addressing a packed
audience of CIOs, the consultant asked,
“How many of you are in the IT busi-
ness?” Every hand in the room — except
one — shot up. The lone abstainer was
asked to stand up and identify himself, to
which he explained that he was the CIO at a
major tire manufacturer and simply said,
“I’m in the tire business.”

With that, a hush fell over the audience,
with the impact of being hit over the head
with a 2x4, as the CIOs realized (at least for
that fleeting moment) they are in their com-
pany’s day-to-day operational business, not
the IT business.

BITS AND BYTES NOT ENOUGH

Taking that rude awakening a step further,
the tire company CIO said that he could see
that only about one-third of his employees
could relate IT to the company’s business
and its customers. The remaining two-thirds
of the IT workforce were strictly technically-
oriented and belonged at a technology com-
pany, not at the tire company. To move ahead
effectively in the company’s business value
interests, he decided that he could only tolerate
a few of the technical-only people.
Therefore, he kept those who could relate to
the company’s core business and gave the
others to a vendor who would outsource
their services back to him when needed.

This CIO’s directive was crystal clear: IT
people under him would either understand
the tire business or use IT as a business tool
to help the tire business work better, or they
would be replaced. Knowing bits and bytes
is just not enough anymore.

PULLING THE PIECES TOGETHER
WITH BPO

As companies chart their respective
courses to enhance how the business side
and IT work together, a new acronym is
making business news: the Business
Program Office (BPO). It is easily one of
the most common-sense ways to implement
a permanent, forward-thinking addition to a
company’s organizational chart.

The BPO’s multi-faceted function should
include making the company’s vision happen
by identifying new initiatives (most of which
will likely be IT-enabled), launching business
and IT projects to complete these initiatives,
managing necessary resources, retiring com-
pleted projects, and continuing the cycle

again and again. For the BPO to truly work, it
needs to report directly to the CEO and, in
effect, be an extension of the CEO’s authority.
This lets the CEO do the main job of a CEO,
which includes significant business develop-
ment and not the minutiae of daily operations.
In everyday terms, a BPO does not begin by
asking, “Which projects do we need to bring
under our wing?” Essentially, it takes a clean
sheet of paper and says, “Given where we are
headed as a company, which projects need to
be chartered, extended, or shut down?” The
BPO can also be a vehicle for inheriting a
massive number of company-wide projects
and smoothing them out by deciding which
ones are legitimate in the first place. It
charters and supports enough projects to get
the company to its vision, but not too many to
slow down the progress.

ACHIEVING FULL BUSINESS VALUE

As discussed, the importance of IT people
understanding the company’s business and
its objectives is critical. However, for many
companies, it continues to be the exception
rather than the rule. Also vital is working
with the company’s user community to
overcome employees’ failure to fully utilize
new technology.

Technology may be new and glitzy, but if
not widely used on a daily basis by the
company as a whole, the actual value of its
implementation is no better than having the
star quarterback stay on the sidelines during
the Super Bowl. When it becomes evident
that employees are not prepared to use new
technology, why should the reaction typi-
cally be surprise? Without exception, one
or more of the following five conditions are
invariably at play:

● the application’s intended and required
use is not communicated

● work processes are not aligned with the
application

● employee roles have not been altered to
include the aligned processes

● the new system users are not trained to
use the new system as an integral part
of the aligned business processes

● there is no performance management
system that encourages use and
discourages failure to use the new system

As the old saying goes, “for every problem
there is a solution” and this is no different. In
this case, the solution is Operations
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Integration that gets users ready to fully use
new technology/applications in the day-to-
day operations of the business.

While this task is not simple, think about
why the following just makes sense in
bringing IT and business users together.
Both a vision of the application at work and
how it should be used must be clearly and
directly communicated. Work processes
must be altered and aligned with the
application, and users must be trained on
the aligned work processes that incorporate
the new technology (and not just trained on
the system’s bells and whistles).

A few other ways to help ensure that
users are ready include documenting the
processes as part of employee Policies and
Procedures and putting users under agree-
ment for fully utilizing the new technology
in their day-to-day work. Finally, a perfor-
mance management system must reward
performance and penalize failure to “get
with the program.”

IT RANKS HIGHEST AND LOWEST

As study after study shows the high rate of
business failure in software implementations
and business people butt their collective
heads against a brick wall over these dismal
results, a university study may shed further
light on the issue. Several years ago, individ-
uals from 300 career fields were questioned
about those careers and their work needs. In
ranking which career has the highest need for

learning new things, being on the leading
edge, and constantly focusing on the newest
technology and work practices, coming in at
No. 1 was the IT profession. Responding to
the question about which profession had the
highest need for relating to people, sales
people landed in the top spot — and the IT
profession was dead last at number 300 out
of 300.

The message is not an indictment, but one
of everyday importance in the business
world. IT people must be able to deal with
people in business-like terms. If that is not
possible for certain IT people, they need to
move to a “bits and bytes” IT company or
change professions because business IT is
clearly “a people business.”

CONCLUSION

IT is not an end in itself but a tool to serve
the business that funds it. Today’s IT depart-

ments must be able to help users solve both
their information technology and work
problems. That means that IT professionals
emphatically must learn work process
improvement and help user organizations
redefine roles to use software in driving the
company’s business objectives and ROI.
Otherwise, IT will continue to function
behind a Berlin Wall and fail to take the com-
pany’s core business in the more productive
direction that could come through an
IT/business “partnership.”

Bill Nash is president and Dutch Holland, PhD
(dutch@hdinc.com) is founder and CEO of
Houston-based Holland & Davis LLC, a man-
agement consulting firm with more than three
decades of experience in wide-ranging indus-
tries. Dr. Holland is the author of the recently
released book, Red Zone Management:
Changing the Rules for Pivotal Times.

WWW.NASPA.COMTECHNICAL SUPPORT • NOVEMBER 2002

FIGURE 1: THE TOP 11 CHALLENGES FACING IT TODAY

FIGURE 2: MEETING THE CHALLENGES 

Technology may be
new and glitzy, but if
not widely used on a

daily basis by the
company as a whole,
the actual value of its
implementation is no
better than having the
star quarterback stay

on the sidelines during
the Super Bowl.


