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Perspectives on Achieving Excellence 

Many people have written books sharing philosophies about achieving excellence, deriving those philosophies from organizations that have reached a noteworthy level of excellence.  Having read these books, many C-level executives have tried emulating the best practices of other organizations with some success, and some failure.  Achieving excellence requires more than a cookbook strategy.

In recent years, IT executives have struggled to demonstrate the business value of the IT organization to other executives.  Many have tried to reinvent the IT organization to achieve IT excellence.  For example, several organizations have used a disciplined IT strategic planning process and architecture standards to achieve IT excellence, but forgot about development and operations.  Other organizations have used service level agreements to promote IT excellence, but found that they are not always the best measure of success.

BearingPoint has helped many clients establish IT architecture, application development and other centers of excellence.  Although these centers of excellence have provided value to many organizations, we have learned that having centers of excellence does not necessarily guarantee IT excellence.  In fact, some organizations perceive an IT Center of Excellence as an ivory tower that shelters IT theorists incapable of generating practical IT principles, standards and reference models.

Achieving IT excellence requires transforming the IT organization into an IT Center of Excellence.  It does not require creating an IT Center of Excellence, although it may be an interim implementation step.  Transforming the IT organization into an IT Center of Excellence requires a precise understanding of the interaction of the IT organization with other organizations and within the IT organization itself.

The Center of Excellence Model
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The IT Center of Excellence dynamically adapts IT resources to changing business models and partnerships enabling business agility and performance improvement through the proficient collaboration of people, processes and technology.  The IT Center of Excellence domains include strategy, sourcing, architecture, program management, development and quality.  IT governance links the domains together.

The Strategy domain facilitates business-IT alignment by integrating strategic planning, capital management, portfolio management and sourcing.  To ensure that the business strategy drives the technology strategy, each project requires a conceptual design and business case.  Additionally, both business and IT executives prioritize and approve the project portfolio.
The Sourcing domain defines IT resource sourcing alternatives and the process to determine the appropriate sourcing mix that enables efficient operation of business services.  IT resources include people, hardware, software and facilities.  Successful IT sourcing requires a systematic approach that confirms the business strategy, analyzes the sourcing alternatives and builds a business case to support them.

The Architecture domain establishes principles and standards that provide the foundation for the evaluation and selection of the application, data and technical architecture components used to create innovative business solutions.  The principals and standards also guide the exploration of emerging technologies.
The Program Management domain establishes best practices for the management oversight that guides programs and projects to success.  The Program Management domain uses dashboards to provide executive leadership and project managers with accurate information about ongoing programs and projects.
The Development domain establishes development processes and tools that enable an iterative development approach that meets industry standards such as the Software Engineering Institute Capability Maturity Model Integrated (SEI-CMMI) and the International Standards Organization (ISO) 9000 Series.

The Quality domain establishes a design review, testing and pre-production tuning program that identifies costly defects prior to introducing new or upgraded hardware and software into a production environment.  It also provides the foundation for continuous process improvement. 
Governance: The Dynamics of the CoE
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Effective IT governance includes business and IT leaders in strategic and operational decision-making.  While many IT organizations have governance processes for strategic planning and enterprise architecture, transforming the IT organization into an IT Center of Excellence (IT CoE) requires an overlapping governance structure that links the strategy, sourcing, architecture, program management, development and quality domains.  Each domain includes a team of virtual resources from a variety of groups within the organization.

Strategy
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The strategy domain, which includes business executives, IT executives, business architects, IT architects, IT portfolio managers and IT capital planners, interacts with the sourcing, architecture and program management domains.  The underlying governance structure supports this interaction by identifying the people involved at each governance checkpoint.
Business and IT executives must work together to confirm the business strategy and the business requirements that result from it.  Business and IT architects from the strategy and architecture domains then interact to determine the technology implications of the business requirements.  In addition, the strategy and architecture domains interact to create conceptual designs and develop business cases for business solutions that include business processes and technology components.  A conceptual design requires business and IT architects to ensure completeness.  Whereas a business case requires input from business executives, IT executives, business architects, IT architects, IT portfolio managers and IT capital planners.

The strategy domain then interacts with the program management domain to prioritize projects, create a project portfolio, and plan and initiate projects.  The program management domain includes business program managers and IT program managers.  Using business cases that clearly define the costs and benefits of each project enables business and IT executives to make informed decisions when prioritizing projects.  The business and IT architects provide information about the effect on business processes and the IT architecture.  The IT portfolio managers and capital planners evaluate the sequence and financial impact of the projects.

Sourcing
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The sourcing domain, which includes business executives, IT executives, IT portfolio managers and IT capital planners, interacts with the strategy domain.  The two domains work together to confirm the business strategy and its associated requirements.  With that understanding, the sourcing domain creates a conceptual design of the sourcing alternatives, which support the business solutions that fulfill the business requirements.

Creating the conceptual design, selecting the sourcing alternatives and developing the business case are the activities in an iterative process to determine the best sourcing alternative.  The options include in-sourcing, outsourcing, offshore sourcing, managed service or some combination.  The sourcing option can significantly affect the business case.

Architecture
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The architecture domain, which includes business executives, IT executives, business architects and IT architects, interacts with the strategy and development domains.  The IT executives and IT architects define IT principles and standards which provide the foundation for the technology used by the organization.  The IT architects also identify emerging technologies and evaluate them against the principles and standards.  When necessary, the architects also define new standards to govern the new technologies.

As discussed previously, the architecture domain interacts with the strategy domain to determine the technology implications of business requirements, and to create conceptual designs and develop business cases for business solutions that include business processes and technology components.  In many situations, the architecture domain acts as a technology sentinel that upholds the architecture principles and standards, taking an enterprise view of technology.  The business and IT architects also act as translators between the strategy and development domains.

The business and IT architects from the architecture domain participate in the requirements analysis and the integrated solution architecture design enabling knowledge transfer between development projects.  In addition, the architecture domain facilitates the standardization of business processes and technology components improving efficiency and minimizing costs.

Program Management
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Development

The program management domain, which includes business executives, IT executives, business program managers, IT program managers, IT portfolio managers and IT capital planners, interacts with the strategy and development domains.  In many organizations, the program management domain has influence over large IT investments (e.g., $1M or more).  The program management domain follows the projects from concept to implementation.

As discussed previously, the program management domain interacts with the strategy domain to prioritize projects and create a project portfolio during the strategic planning process.  The business program managers and IT program managers then plan and initiate the programs and large projects in the project portfolio.  Programs are very large initiatives that usually include many projects.  For example, an ERP software implementation typically has a project office that manages the overall project, as well as, project teams for each functional area, a training team, a change management team and a technology infrastructure team. 

The business and IT program managers in the program management domain monitor the projects, manage issues and risks, and monitor deployments.  They interface with the large initiative project offices and the individual project managers to proactively ensure that projects complete on time and within budget.  Additionally, the program management domain identifies inter-project dependencies and manages inter-project risks and resource allocation problems.

Development
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The development domain, which includes business project managers, IT project managers, business architects, IT architects and IT developers, interacts with the program management, architecture and quality domains.  The governance checkpoints in the development domain follow the organization’s system development lifecycle.

The development domain interacts with the architecture domain during requirements analysis, integrated solution architecture design and design reviews.  The requirements analysis, conducted by business project managers, IT project managers, business architects and IT architects, identifies the functional and technical requirements for the business solution under development.  The requirements guide the business architects and IT architects during the integrated solution architecture design.  The interaction with the architecture domain enables knowledge transfer between development projects.  Additionally, the business project managers, IT project managers, business architects and IT architects who conduct the design review use their collective experience and knowledge to identify design deficiencies before the developers begin to build the solution.

Likewise, the quality domain interacts with the development domain during the requirements analysis and design review to ensure design quality.  Having reviewed many requirements documents and solution designs, the business quality managers and the IT quality managers can identify overlooked requirements and missing architecture components.  The development domain also interacts with the quality domain during integration and system test, solution deployment and production tuning.

The program management domain interacts with the development domain throughout the system development lifecycle.  As discussed previously, the program management domain has influence over large IT investments (e.g., $1M or more) and follows the projects from concept to implementation.  The business and IT program managers in the program management domain monitor the projects, manage issues and risks, and monitor deployments.

Quality
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The quality domain, which includes business quality managers, IT quality managers, business quality control testers, IT quality control testers, business quality assurance evaluators, IT quality assurance evaluators and end users, has two primary responsibilities: quality testing and quality monitoring.  The quality domain interacts with every domain by monitoring IT and governance processes to ensure that the processes are adequately supporting the IT organization and its customers.

The quality domain interacts with the development domain from the initial design review through system testing, deployment and production tuning.  The business quality managers, IT quality managers, business quality control testers, IT quality control testers and end users participate in the design review since a well designed architecture provides the foundation for a high-quality business solution.

The quality domain takes the lead role in new product testing, as well as, testing integration with current products.  The quality control testers and the end users who participate in the testing identify programming bugs, inadequate functionality and user interface design problems.  An effective testing program greatly reduces production system downtime, increasing user satisfaction.  The quality domain also monitors production quality after implementation to ensure the system meets ongoing performance metrics.

The Transformation Challenge

Transforming an IT organization into an IT Center of Excellence is a challenge because it requires a cultural change that begins with C-level executives.  Actions do speak louder than words.  C-level executives must lead by example and become the champions for change.  The C-level executive direct reports and mid-level managers are the agents for change.  Many times the seeds sewn by C-level executives get lost in the message delivered by their agents.  Follow-up by the C-level executives is vital to the transformation.  Effective goal setting is also necessary to ensure a commitment to success.

Overnight transformations using a big bang approach are typically unsuccessful because momentous change usually meets stiff resistance.  On the other hand, transformations using gradual change commonly experience dwindling support.  Success requires a balanced transformation roadmap that clearly outlines how the IT organization will transform into an IT Center of Excellence.  The roadmap begins with two fundamental elements: an IT strategy and an IT architecture.

With the IT strategy and IT architecture providing a foundation, the IT organization then evolves into an IT Center of Excellence by defining the processes and the governance structure for the domains described throughout this document.  Remember, the governance structure definition requires significant participation from the business organizations using services provided by the IT organization.

When completed, the IT Center of Excellence will have a precise understanding of the interaction of the IT CoE with other organizations and within the IT CoE itself.  The IT Center of Excellence will dynamically adapt IT resources to changing business models and partnerships enabling business agility and performance improvement through the proficient collaboration of people, processes and technology.
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