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Spring Cleaning: Time to Fix

1.S. Processes

Lance B. Eliot, Feature Editor

Good I.S. people trapped in bad I.S.
processes. That’s the lament that | of-

ten hear from Information Systems (1.S.)
professionals when | review the status of
their service offerings as an I.S. function.

Many |.S. staffers are frustrated that
they cannot deliver the kind of high qual-
ity service that they believe they can pro-
vide or should provide—often due to
internal processes within the I.S. function
that thwart and distort their own indi-
vidual efforts.

It’s like a team of qualified or even
exceptional individual players that cannot
get much done due to poor team coordina-
tion. Such a team has not yet properly
tuned their collective efforts to work effec-
tively. Imagine a basketball team where the
ball is continually tossed to the wrong
player (perhaps by design!) or the players
are randomly spread around the court as
opposed to focusing their efforts on a con-
centrated competitive play.

Users of the I.S. function are equally
disgusted at the lack of proper processes
within L.S. (though, often users will not re-
alize that the processes, rather than the in-
dividual people, are the true culprits in
poor service). Users get delayed service,
improper service, or fall between the cracks
and never get service at all.

Here are some typical examples of I.S.
internal processes gone berserk:
® Users order desktop workstations

and need to wait over a month to
get delivery of their much needed
PC’s. Meanwhile, they see ads for
PC’s by outside vendors that prom-
ise a fully loaded PC on your desk
by the next day after your order.
The users get angry, and in some
cases decide to start avoiding I.S.
altogether and order their PC’s else-
where.

® Users put in requests for mainte-
nance to existing applications and

get turned down with the reply that
1.S. is just too busy to get around to
dealing with their request. Nobody
seriously considered the requests,
instead the I.S. function spit it back
at the users in an automatic, knee
jerk fashion. Some users take mat-
ters into their own hands and hire
some local programmer contractors
to come in and get the job done.

® Support problems are brought to
the I.S. Help Desk by users, and the
problems get logged but never
solved. Meanwhile, various second
and third level support staff in I.S.
are working on the problem with-
out realizing that the users have
now found other alternatives and
no longer require assistance.

The preceding examples are not only
illustrative of bad processes, but also high-
light the unfortunate consequences of bad
processes, namely that users become dis-
tracted from their actual work to become
mini-1.S. developers, the I.S. function is
branded as incompetent and avoided at all
costs, and the organization suffers double
and triple “taxation” as a result of redun-
dant efforts and other extra costs.

In spite of the bad processes, close ex-
amination might reveal that the Help Desk
staff are actually quite professional, the I.S.
procurement workers are loyal and com-
mitted to doing their jobs, the developers
are top notch programmers, and the rest of
the 1.S. staffers are generally a good lot. The
easy answer to I.S. snafu’s (like the few
mentioned above) is usually that the people
are “bad” and need to be re-trained or re-
placed. Though the personnel aspect of the
equation must certainly be evaluated, in
many cases the workers are not the sole
blame or even the predominant source of
the problems. It’s likely that good people
are stuck inside bad processes.
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A Good Model for I.S. Processes

The first step toward a cure for bad I.S.
processes is to recognize that bad proc-
esses exist.

A mapping of I.S. processes needs to
be undertaken. The maps will provide a
trace from the start to the end of the major
1.S. processes and allow a careful review of
the time, cost, and service delivered as a
result of the processes. Each I.S. process
needs to be assessed based on user needs,
user expectations, industry benchmarks,
and associated criteria.

The next step involves understanding
how the people within the processes are
performing, and how tools are aiding or
inhibiting their efforts. Do I.S. staffers not
understand how and why their task exists
within a given process? Can the process be
rehabilitated by training or by the adop-
tion of a tool to aid the process?

Nowy, it is time to begin reengineering
the 1.S. processes. Can an entire process be
eliminated? Can a process be outsourced (if
improvements are then possible)? Can mul-
tiple processes be collapsed into one? Can
one convoluted process be broken into more
manageable sub-processes? And so on.

The reengineering of the processes
should not be done in a vacuum. Users and
1.S. staff and management must
collaboratively redesign the processes.

When | mention the idea that users
should be involved, many L.S. managers
object and say that users do not have the
time nor interest in performing such du-
ties. In my experience, if the processes are

bad enough, there will be plenty of users
willing to help find ways to improve the
processes. This is akin to a loyal customer
of a company that voluntarily helps the
firm redesign its products as a result of a
hopeful belief that the company can be
great once again.

In order to make the entire set of I.S.
processes have a sensibility to them, | of-
ten group them into major categories. You
can then have selected users work on a cat-
egory of relevance or particular interest to
them, and you have an easier time com-
municating the nature of the processes and
how they work.

Keep in mind that you should not al-
low a splintering of the new I.S. processes
to occur. Some |.S. groups create processes
that are islands onto themselves. Each I.S.
process will inevitably have some impact
on another I.S. process. For example, clean-
ing up a support related process will ulti-
mately impact the processes involving
development as a result of the need for de-
velopment staff to be eventually involved
in support matters.

The major |.S. processes that all I.S.
organizations need to consider include:

® Planning of the I.S. Function
* Management of the I.S. Function
® Customer Service of the I.S. Function

®* Promotion and Marketing of the I.S.
Function

* Alignment of I.S. and the Business

® Development, Deployment, Main-
tenance of the I.T. Infrastructure

® Development, Deployment, Main-
tenance of I.S. Services

There are various recommended 1.S.
process models that exist in the literature.
Researchers and research related organiza-
tions have generated a sizable literature on
the topic. Indeed, the Society for Informa-
tion Management (SIM) recently had a
working group that studied the issue and
released an 1.S. process architecture draft
model.

Conclusion

Is your 1.S. function struggling to get their
work done? If so, it might be worth taking
a close look at the I.S. processes underly-
ing how the LS. function performs its work.
And, given the difficulty retaining top I.S.
talent these days, if you frustrate users and
1.S. staffers by not crafting good I.S. proc-
esses, you may find your L.S. staff leaving
and your users finding other alternatives
as well. Clean up those bad processes and
keep the good people.

Remember that your input is welcomed. If
you have projects addressing the information
technology area, and you would like to share this
with the readers of “Information Technology,”
please contact me.

Dr. Lance B. Eliot

Eliot & Associates

P.O. Box 30041

Long Beach, CA 90853-0041
email: LanceEliot@aol.com.

NAMES IN THE NEWS

Jeff Harper, Athens State College, recently completed his Ph.D.
in Management Information Systems at Auburn University. His
dissertation, “Analysis and Classification of the Problem Defi-
nition Concept in Technology Transfer,” examined requests of
NASA by business and industry for technology transfer assis-
tance and was directed by R. Kelly Rainer, Jr. The project devel-
oped a classification structure for problem statements associated
with the requests by using an original research method based
upon latent content analysis procedures. The study was en-
dorsed by the NASA Marshall Space Flight Center and is the
first in a series of research efforts that will culminate in an in-
telligent information system designed to provide automated
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responses to many technology transfer requests. Dr. Harper
will be leaving Athens State this fall to join the faculty of Indi-
ana State University.

DSI members can share their promotions, awards, publications,
photos, and other news of interest to the membership by
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