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I'T Is From Venus,

on-1T Is From Mars

If only the different departments talked the same language, their relationship could be so much better

By GEORGE WESTERMAN

ny marriage coun-
selor will tell you
there are two sides
to every story. And
that can be OK—as
long as each side understands
the other. But marriages suffer
when the two sides can’t find
ways to communicate and re-
solve their misunderstandings.

In many companies, the rela-
tionship between IT and busi-
ness leaders is a very troubled
marriage indeed. Miscommuni-
cation is rife, leaving executives
struggling to figure out what’s
working for the company, what’s
not, and how to improve the sit-
uation. Can a marriage like this
be saved?

It can, when IT and business
executives have a clearer under-
standing of the needs of both
sides, how they work and the
challenges they face. That means
business leaders and IT execu-
tives talking with each other
about their operations and about
how IT can help the company
fulfill its goals, instead of talking
past each other about how one
side or the other is preventing
that from happening.

Four separate studies by re-
searchers at the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology show
that transparency—clear com-
munication about IT perform-
ance and decision processes—is
the best predictor of the busi-
ness value of IT. These studies
all show that transparency cre-
ates an environment that im-
proves both IT performance and
the IT/Business relationship.

Here are four areas where IT
and non-IT executives often fail
to understand each other clearly,
and how transparency can help.

IT Cost and Performance

Business says: “IT costs too
much; we’re not getting the
service we’re paying for.”

IT says: “Given our budget
constraints, we’re doing really
well.”

Who is right and who is
wrong? Without a clear under-
standing of IT performance,
there’s no way to know.

Here’s an example: The IT
unit in a multibillion-dollar auto

retail firm was considered “fat
and happy” by those outside of
IT. Was it too expensive? Per-
haps. But happy? Not at all. IT
people were trying to do a good
job, but all they heard were com-
plaints about costs and failures.

The first step in fixing the sit-
uation was to understand exactly
what IT costs and performance
really were, not just what they
seemed to be. IT leaders started
tracking downtime and problem-
resolution time, as well as proj-
ect and budget performance.
They made the information
available in ways that everyone
could understand.

The informed verdict: IT
wasn’t as good as the IT people
thought and it wasn’t as bad as
the business side thought. Most
important, everyone now knew
exactly where things stood and
what needed to be done. Over
the next few years, IT costs
dropped while performance im-
proved. Satisfaction increased
for both business and IT people.

Business leaders started to
trust the IT leaders more. Plus,
the new clarity led to easier de-
cisions during budget time.

Before all this, when a major
outage occurred, business execu-
tives called for the CIO’s head.
When a similar outage happened

five years later, business chiefs
took it in stride, saying, “They’re
doing a great job. Everyone has
a hiccup from time to time.”

Risk Management

Business says: “I want it
this way.”

IT says: “We can’t do it that
way.”

In too many companies, the
CIO is seen as the “CI-No.”

To many on the business side,
the way things should work
seems simple enough. They want
IT changes—new mobile devices,
maybe, or new system function-
ality—and they don’t see why IT
can’t deliver what they want.
But obviously there’s more to
the story.

IT leaders know it’s not that
simple. They need to be sure
that any changes don’t compro-
mise the safety of the company’s
IT systems and business pro-
cesses. And they know the
downsides of introducing non-
standard devices or unnecessary
software customizatiors. Excep-
tions create compiey, an
complexity is the major driver of
extra cost and risk in IT.

The key in bridging the gap is

for IT leaders to explain clearly
the reasoning behind saying
“no.” If they give the business
side enough insight, future re-
quests might even be more rea-
sonable. IT people also need to
be open to exceptions when the
new approach is much better
than the standard approach, or
when there is another good rea-
son for it. Meanwhile, business
people should aim to say what
they want to do without requir-
ing it to be done a certain way.

For example, in a major en-
ergy company, when people re-
quest something that won’t work
well, the CIO says, “Give me a
couple of weeks.” Soon, he’s able
to say, “Here are the costs, bene-
fits and risks of doing it your
way. And here are two other op-
tions that do what you want, but
are better.”

Prioritization

Business says: “I need this
right away.” \

IT says: “Sure, but three
other executives just told me
the same thing.”

IT people are in a tough situa-
tion. While they have to provide
service to every unit in the orga-

nization, business-unit chiefs
tend to recognize only the work
IT does directly for them. One
CIO said, “We need a way to en-
sure that resources go to the
right people, not just to the ones
who yell loudest.”

To accomplish that, execu-
tives need to decide which proj-
ects are most valuable to the
company. The most successful
companies have clear ways to
estimate the value of every pro-
posed project—how much it will
boost sales, say, or increase effi-
ciency. Then they have a clear
method to decide which projects
are most worth doing. Some
firms use a steering committee
headed by the CFO or CIO. Oth-
ers use different methods. What-
ever method is used, there must
be a way to ask tough questions
to ensure the company allocates
its IT resources wisely.

But it doesn’t end there. Any
good manager knows how to
game a system like this by in-
flating a project’s projected
value or overstating its pros-
pects of success. So the best
companies require executives to
report back with evidence on
whether each project met its
goals. That reduces fibbing and
helps executives learn how to
drive more value from IT.
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Accountabhility

Business says: “Why do you
make me go through all of this
bureaucracy?”

IT says: “Our methodologies
are how we make sure every-
one does the right thing.”

It may often seem to business
leaders that IT’s answer to every
request is more procedures—
more forms to complete, reviews
to attend and approvals to get.
These procedures, or methodolo-
gies, require effort, but they help
to ensure that nothing important
gets forgotten and that everyone
knows their roles.

They become a sore point,
though, if people don’t under-
stand the purpose of each step,
or if the steps become a bureau-
cracy aimed at enforcing unnec-
essary rules rather than helping
requests to be executed well. As
with the prioritization processes
described earlier, the best com-
panies have solid IT methodolo-
gies, and IT people make it as
easy as possible to follow them.

The CIO of a defense contrac-
tor decided to convert IT’s de-
velopment methodology to the
same one the firm used for prod-
uct-development projects. Sud-
denly, everyone knew what they
were supposed to do, what ques-
tions to ask of whom, and how
to deal with the answers. Execu-
tives made better decisions,
project performance improved,
and so did the relationship be-
tween IT and business people.

Creating transparency takes
extra time and effort on every-
one’s part, especially IT’s. But
this is one project that definitely
pays. Transparency around per-
formance and decision processes
improves the business value of
IT and builds trust between
business and IT people. As ev-
eryone learns to work better to-
gether, IT becomes part of the
company’s business-level deci-
sions and initiatives, not its own
world. When that happens, the
marriage of IT and the business
side is really working.
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