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Praise



This book should be required reading for all technology and business leaders who are serious about digital transformation. It takes you on a provocative, fun, and comprehensive tour of the key areas that will promote and ignite agility, creativity, learning, community, and collaboration.

This book may be about taking a seat, but this is no time to be sitting still! IT leaders will be convinced that their job is now about incentivizing and inspiring courage, passion, and technical excellence in service of business objectives rather than blindly servicing requirements. You will find practical advice on how to deal with projects, scope creep, IT assets, governance, security, risk management, quality, and shadow IT.

—Jason Cox, Director, Systems Engineering,
The Walt Disney Company

In his first book, The Art of Business Value, Mark brought together a unique understanding of modern techniques—Agile, DevOps, and Continuous Delivery. In A Seat at the Table he grabs hold of these concepts and disrupts the conventional dynamics around the role of the CIO in any organization. His progressive thinking is unmatched and a must read for leadership and practitioners of all kinds.

—Luke McCormack, former CIO of the
Department of Homeland Security

Mark has found the IT leadership cheese after Agile moved it. Finally, an idea of how to structure IT, including leadership and the teams, and joining the business and IT together!

—Joshua Seckel, Chief Engineer at WhiteHawk CEC, Inc.

High-performing organizations see technology as a strategic capability of their business. The walls, inertia, and confusion of seats, sides, and responsibilities does not exist for them. Yet many organizations still retain legacy mind-sets and behaviors that limit their opportunities to improve, innovate, and inspire their people. Mark shows the steps needed to break free of these challenges and unlock potential, speed, and growth. His advice is pragmatic, practical, and to the point.

—Barry O’Reilly, co-author of The Lean Enterprise

“Agile” is more than a new software development practice; it is a new way to think, engage, and lead. As Mark Schwartz points out in his compelling new book, A Seat at the Table, when CIOs re-conceptualize their role based on Agile principles, they will stop worrying about having a seat at the table and start realizing all of the full potential of IT.

—Martha Heller, CEO of Heller Search Associates and
author of Be the Business: CIOs in the New Era of IT
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A Reader’s Guide to A Seat at the Table


NOTE FROM THE PUBLISHER

As publishers, IT Revolution’s goal is to share with readers books that explore the full depth and breadth of innovative thinking and new approaches to IT practices and IT leadership. In our opinion, A Seat at the Table does just that with content that improves the state of IT practice, offers ways to increase business value for the enterprise, and elevates IT leadership.

We hope this reader’s guide to A Seat at the Table will help you and your team take the teachings of the book and go a step further. Not only to help guide you to apply the learnings in your own business, department, or team, but to help foster a lifelong conversation around amplifying IT best practices into the next generation.

This reader’s guide is supplemental material to the book A Seat at the Table by Mark Schwartz and is intended to be used by readers as a way to further amplify the learnings from the book, it is recommended that you read A Seat at the Table before using this guide.

—IT Revolution
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR


INTRODUCTION

A Seat at the Table proposes a radical change in how we think about IT leadership. In it I argue that we have always viewed IT leadership in terms of a model where IT acted as an arms-length contractor or service provider to the rest of the business. But in an agile, digital world this model is no longer applicable. At first blush, the rise of Agile and Lean thinking seems to mean that IT leaders need to run their projects differently, to use an Agile “methodology” where requirements are written as user stories, teams have daily stand ups, and product owners are appointed and asked to make decisions about what features might add business value. But I contend that this is missing the point. Agile and Lean are ways of thinking, not just ways of managing projects. To become Agile, one does not just choose an Agile “methodology” and apply it to one’s projects. No, the rise of Agile and Lean thinking actually requires that we change the way we think about IT leadership. It means being a part of “the business” rather than serving it; it means having an agenda; it means harnessing uncertainty and change, with impeccable decision-making, good judgment, deliberate action, and ultimately courage.

The book was written with my fellow CIOs in mind. I have had many, many conversations with CIOs and other IT leaders about how to bring Agile practices into their organizations, how to conduct digital or DevOps transformations, and how to bring about the cultural change needed to become Agile. There are certain points of difficulty that come up over and over again in these conversations. I have come to believe that these difficulties arise from bringing Agile methodologies into the organization without fully understanding and adopting an Agile leadership model—or, let’s say, an Agile mind-set applied to leadership. IT leaders often view their role as bringing Agile software delivery practices into their organizations, but don’t see how different their role becomes once they have done so.

The CIO role has been around long enough that it has developed its own disciplines, its own set of categories, its own way of framing its challenges. CIOs talk a lot about governance. They talk about IT-business alignment. They talk about digital transformation, about risk management, about “keeping the lights on” spending versus innovation spending. What I have tried to do in this book is to examine each of these traditional concerns of the CIO from an Agile perspective. Each chapter of Part II takes a traditional concern and shows how Agile thinking flips it on its head. But of course, common themes emerge: the chapters are certainly not independent.

Readers unfamiliar with the literature of IT leadership might wonder at this organization. The topics don’t seem to fit our usual ways of talking about Agile delivery, and certainly don’t fit the software product-oriented bias that I think many Agile books have. In fact, A Seat at the Table is very much a book about Enterprise IT and its concerns. But more importantly, I believe that the Agile community must come to grips with the way IT leaders think—indeed, the way they have to think. For too long we in the Agile community have acted as if the problem of Agile in the Enterprise is simply one of scaling up the team-based Agile process. The questions we have posed are: “How can we coordinate all of the Agile initiatives that are going on across the enterprise?” “How can we coordinate the many teams working on a large Agile project?” “How can we impose centralized discipline on the distributed Agile processes?” We can do these things through portfolio Kanban, value teams, enterprise backlogs, and other mechanisms, the community seems to be saying.

But that is not what Enterprise IT leaders are thinking about. They are (we hope) thinking about Enterprise IT strategy. They are thinking about enterprise risk management. They are wondering how to lead employees who are off busily self-organizing. IT strategy is not about scaling up Agile team processes. It is about taking a seat at a strategy table. And yet, Agile thinking is the way to do so.
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This reader’s guide is intended to add another dimension to A Seat at the Table. In my view, IT books often feel one dimensional: they walk the reader through a series of well-defined steps that make up the author’s suggested approach to IT. Or, if they are technical, they walk the reader through some way of organizing the features or capabilities of a programming language, a networking technology, or the methodology of the day. With The Art of Business Value and A Seat at the Table, I am trying to bring out a second dimension, a way of thinking about problems, a way of asking questions and framing challenges. This is the reason for the epigraphs I have chosen and for the frequent playful references to philosophers. I am trying to show that there are more general issues at stake, and that we can accept contributions from outside the world of IT.

Or maybe, come to think of it, what I am saying is that there are general design patterns—like those we use in the software world all the time—that apply both to IT and to the world outside IT. Identity is a large and troubling issue in IT today—as it was to the Ancient Greeks and to philosophers through the ages. And many of the solutions found by those philosophers, and economists, and tweedy business professors, are rather similar to what we talk about when we talk about Agile. My way of presenting the material is an experiment, and I hope you like it.

This reader’s guide picks over A Seat at the Table chapter by chapter. For each chapter, I cover:


	
My Take: The main point of the chapter in a sentence or two. This is my simplified view on the topic of the chapter, with my peculiar way of framing the problem.

	
Motivation: Why I wrote the chapter. What are the things I have encountered in my experience as an IT leader that convinced me of the points I am making and why I think the chapter covers something that should be important to an IT leader. One caveat: because my current CIO role is in the federal government, I sometimes have to be a little vague when telling stories. Sorry about that.

	
The Shift: What has changed between the Waterfall/contractor-control world and the Agile world?

	
Bullets: The key points of the chapter. I suggest that you use these to review the main argument that runs through the chapter.

	
Actions: The concrete actions that I feel IT leaders should take away from the chapter—what I think they might want to do differently. I don’t like to tell people what to do. I think many books are overly prescriptive. But if you are interested in my take on how the ideas apply to everyday practice, you will find it here. I will not feel bad if you ignore this section.

	
Discussion: These really are the questions that were in my mind as I wrote the chapter. I did my best to provide answers, but I think they are all worth further thought. Everything I say in the book is debatable. I have tried to set up these questions to stimulate that debate.

	
 Further Reading: More stuff that either influenced me, takes a different approach than I did, or adds to my discussion. I have written these as sort of an annotated bibliography, explaining why I think you might want to look at the reference.

	
Epigraphs: As you can probably tell, I had fun choosing the epigraphs for each chapter. I believe that each one adds a dimension to the text, alluding to other areas of thought that might follow a similar pattern, or playing with the ideas in the chapter. In this section I explain why I chose each of the epigraphs.

	
Presiding Philosopher: A quick, fun explanation of a particular philosopher who I think is relevant to the chapter. I think of the philosopher as presiding over the content of the chapter—looking over my shoulder as I was writing it, so to speak.
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I’d like to tell you in a sentence or two what I am trying to accomplish in writing A Seat at the Table. To do so, however, I’m going to have to give you some background. When I was in business school I used to joke with one of my friends (Meredith Rosenberg) about creating expressions that sound like they mean something but actually don’t. Our favorite, which came from somewhere out of Meredith’s background, was “Amish Circus.” You could use it in sentences like this: “With the three-day weekend coming up, Penn Station was a regular Amish Circus!” Or “I thought I’d learn a lot about history from this class, but, you know, it’s really just an Amish Circus.” I’m actually not sure if the Amish have circuses or what they’re like if they do.

Anyway, I was explaining the idea of the Amish Circus to another friend (Lisa Schwartz), and she told me that she had just accidentally (it’s a long story) invented yet another wonderfully meaningless expression: “intellectual rug burn.” I mean, think about it—sort of brilliant, huh?

So, I wrote a book that is truly an Amish Circus of sorts, and I sincerely hope it gives you intellectual rug burn.




Part I



Finding the Table
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	1

	SITTING ALONE





My Take

CIOs have been pursuing a path of “earning a seat at the table” which has . . . well, kept them from earning the seat at the table. It has made it difficult for them to adopt the lessons of Agile and Lean as a leadership discipline—even as their IT projects benefit from Agile practices and their fellow C-level executives learn the lessons of the Agile revolution.
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