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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

I use to feel guilty when someone would ask me how do I get my leadership to understand DevOps if they refuse to accept it. My answer was, basically, you can’t. Now I can give them a copy of A Seat at the Table. 

—John Willis, Co-Author The DevOps Handbook

Fresh thinking and useful advice fill the pages of Mark Schwartz’s A Seat at the Table, which strikes an encouraging, instructive tone about the future of IT leadership and the CIO’s expanding business role. “If we cannot know the future, then we have to think a bit differently,” he writes. And he does just that. Mark’s argument that IT executives must change their behaviors—dropping the “command and control” mindset in favor of community building and Agile leadership practices—resonates throughout this well-organized, thoughtful book. While attaining that “seat at the table” often refers to CIO career goals, the ideas and approaches explored in this book are essential reading for anyone hoping to advance in the IT profession today. 

—Maryfran Johnson, Executive Director of CIO Programs,
IDG (International Data Group)

Mark Schwartz is a rare combination: a deep thinker who has also applied lean, Agile, and DevOps principles at the highest level, leading an extraordinary Agile transformation in the US Federal Government at USCIS. In this book, he shows how modern IT leaders succeed by driving business outcomes rather than operating an order-taking function. This shift in organizational mindset is critical to any successful technology transformation but requires substantial changes in behavior at every level, and Mark’s thorough analysis will prove invaluable to leaders who must execute it.

—Jez Humble, CTO, DevOps Research & Assessment LLC

If you’re a CIO, read this book. If you’re not a CIO but work closely with one, read this book. Mark Schwartz is the best of iconoclasts. He brings deep insights from his unique erudition and real-world experience—ranging from a startup to government agency—in untangling the dilemma of the CIO in the second decade of Agile. There aren’t many people who can swing from Horace to Daniel Pink without losing a breath. And there aren’t many who can critique Agile and Waterfall with equal insight. This is a surprising book—well worth your (20%) time.

—Sam Guckenheimer, Product Owner,
Visual Studio Team Services, Microsoft

As with his book The Art of Business Value, Mark Schwartz directly confronts the tensions that exist across the corporate IT landscape, showing us how we got here and what to do about it. Almost every page contains a situation I’ve seen in my day-to-day work, but that have not been articulated before. [A Seat at the Table is] required reading for anyone seeking to understand how IT should work with an organization to achieve success in an Agile age.

—Ian Miell, Lead Software Architect, Financial Services
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INTRODUCTION

The demand that I make of my reader is that he should devote his whole life to reading my works.

—James Joyce, interview

Let these things be believed as resembling the truth.

—Xenophanes, Fragments

As I was writing my last book, The Art of Business Value, something at the back of my mind kept nagging me. It finally made its way onto the page in a chapter I wrote called “The CIO,” where I looked at the role of the CIO in delivering and defining business value. The issue, as I saw it at the time, was that Agile approaches seem to remove the CIO—and the rest of IT leadership—from the value-delivery process.

For example, in Scrum, an Agile software development framework, the delivery team works directly with a product owner, who is generally drawn from the business. The product owner decides what will be valuable and works with the rest of the business to see that the value is harvested once the product is delivered. The delivery team—the autonomous delivery team—figures out the best way to deliver the solution. The team listens only to the product owner on questions of value.

Considering the above, what role does the CIO play in delivering value?



	




	What is the relationship between IT and the business, and how does it change as we introduce Agile and Lean approaches?




	





This question puzzled me, because I had previously thought that the CIO (me) had some responsibility for delivering IT value. This seemed to lead to a broader set of questions. Is the Agile team responsible for delivering business value, or is the product owner (or someone else drawn from the business) responsible for delivering business value, and the team responsible only for delivering product that will be used for delivering business value? Why do we need IT management? And if we do, how should they involve themselves in the delivery process?

The more I thought about these questions, the clearer it became that to answer them, I would first need to understand some more fundamental points: How does an IT department fit into its broader enterprise? What is the relationship between IT and the business. And, how does the relationship change as we introduce Agile and Lean approaches?

There are three main places to look for answers to these questions. The first is in the literature of the CIO—the many books, conferences, blogs, and podcasts on how to be an IT leader. What I found there was pretty much nothing at all; no discussion on what it meant to be an IT leader in the age of Agility, just a great deal of speculation on how to gain a “seat at the table,” or a recognition of IT’s strategic value.

The second place to look is in the literature of Agile, Lean, and DevOps practices. There, I read that IT leaders had a role to play in driving the adoption of Agile practices in their organizations ... but then what? What was the role of the IT leader once Agile practices had been adopted?

The third place to look is in our own experiences, my personal experiences and those of my friends and associates. The best I could do was to reflect on my own mistakes as I bumbled around trying to figure out what I was supposed to be doing as an Agile CIO.

I think I can promise that every point I make in this book is an answer to some moment of dumbness in my career. I love the idea that I learned about in Chris Avery’s article, that in making an organization Agile one should “provoke and observe.”1 I have provoked, and I have observed.



	




	The way the CIO role is defined, conceived, and executed today is incompatible with Agile thinking.




	





What I have observed, mostly, is confusion. Martha Heller, in her book The CIO Paradox: Battling the Contradictions of IT Leadership, sums it up beautifully: the CIO role, and by extension the role of all IT leadership, is filled with contradictions and impossibilities.2 And when I reflected on the fact that Agilists don’t talk much about CIOs and CIOs don’t talk much about Agilists, the reason suddenly became clear to me. The reason—I think—is that the way the CIO role is defined, conceived, and executed today is incompatible with Agile thinking.

There is a fundamental disconnect between the two. Interestingly, I find that the way the CIO role is defined, conceived, and executed today is incompatible with pretty much everything, particularly the delivery of business value. That, perhaps, is the point of Heller’s book.

That is why this book is filled with hope. I believe that if we re-conceive the role of IT leadership based on Agile principles, we can make sense of all this confusion and turn IT into a value-creation engine. Agile, Lean, and DevOps approaches are radical game changers. They are a different way to think about how IT fits into the enterprise, a different way to think about how IT leaders lead, and a different way to think about harnessing technology to accomplish the objectives of the enterprise.

The worst thing we can do is to try to squeeze Agile ideas about project execution into a business context that was created with Waterfall approaches in mind. Unfortunately, that is what we do. The Waterfall, I will show, is so deeply ingrained in the way we think about IT leadership that we barely notice it. On the other hand, by importing Agile ideas into the leadership context, we can align delivery with management, oversight, governance, risk management, and all the other things that IT leaders have always worried about.
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It seems to me that honest and open conversations are not taking place at the interface between management and Agile delivery teams. The important questions are obscured by rhetoric that says, “We need immediate cultural change so that we can become Agile!” That attitude, as I pointed out in The Art of Business Value, is strangely non-Agile—what we really need to do is experiment and learn about how an Agile approach to IT works within the broader business context that is the enterprise.*

That context—given the history of business management over the last few decades—is of an IT organization that is separate from the business and stands in a fraught and tenuous relationship with it. Agile approaches hold out the promise of solving this problematic relationship but have focused on the micro-context of individual teams and not yet effectively taken on the macro-context of enterprise dynamics. The problem of what Agile looks like at enterprise scale is treated as a problem of how to scale Agile.



	




	Honest and open conversations are not taking place at the interface between management and Agile delivery teams.




	





This, I say, is because we are not having honest and direct conversations. Are Agile teams saying to the senior people in their companies, “Stay out of our way! Your job is to be servant-leaders and help us!”? Or are they saying, “We are going to do this initiative without any requirements—instead, we are going to have discussions about what will create value”? Instead, I hear mumbling about user stories—yes, of course you can give us requirements; just write them in this new format. Agile teams, fearing that management will resist their Agile practices, are trying hard to frame those practices in ways they think will be palatable to management, but they are hiding critical, disruptive ideas in the process.

Are managers saying to their teams, “Yes, you are empowered and autonomous, but sometimes you produce sucky code, and not all of you are competent, and it’s part of my responsibility to fix this”? Or are they saying, “Right, we shouldn’t slavishly follow a plan, but no one in the senior executive team can figure out where we are on anything, and they’re getting antsy”? Or, “Great job keeping the users happy—but the company’s strategic goals aren’t being met”? Or even just, “I feel excluded from your process”?

There are ways to deal with all of these issues, if they are raised openly. What I want to do in this book is to take these matters head-on, and show that they lead us to interesting places. Think of me as a tour guide pointing out highlights as we travel through the rough terrain of IT leadership today.

This book is a meditation, or series of meditations, on what IT leadership means in an Agile world. I plan to take each of the areas that we have thought of as IT leadership concerns and twist them around, look at them from odd angles, and arrive at an idea of how they appear from an Agile perspective. I will explain what I see as the fundamental incompatibility of the CIO role—as it has been defined—with Agile and Lean thinking, which represent the best ways we know for IT to deliver value. I will provide a primer on Agile and Lean thinking from an IT executive’s perspective.



	




	The idea that IT is an independent unit that must be brought under control is a great destroyer of business value.




	





Ultimately, I will show that the only way to become an Agile IT leader is to be courageous—to throw off many of the attitudes and assumptions that have left the CIO meekly begging for a seat at the table, to proceed in bold strokes, and to lead the enterprise in seizing opportunities to create business value through technology.

Part I explains what I see as the fundamental problem of IT leadership in the Agile world: the old idea that the primary role of IT leaders in an enterprise is to demonstrate control over an independent-contractor-like gang of technical folks, thereby justifying a “seat at the table” for IT. The idea that IT is an independent unit that must be brought under control is not only incompatible with Agile thinking, but a great destroyer of business value.

Part II is organized like many typical books for CIOs, with a chapter touching on each of the classic concerns of IT Leadership—governance, oversight, Enterprise Architecture, building versus buying, security, and so on. But there is a twist. As I take up each of these concerns, I try to show how we should be thinking about them in an Agile context if we are to have a frank and open conversation. Let’s not pretend that user stories are simply a way of expressing requirements, but instead admit that there is something fundamentally wrong with the idea of a requirement as it is traditionally understood. By the end of Part II, I hope you will see why I believe that leading IT is fundamentally different in an Agile world, and thoroughly inconsistent with the traditional paradigm of gaining a seat at the table by demonstrating control over the geeks.

In Part III, I pull the pieces together to show what IT leadership does look like in an Agile world, and how IT leaders need to change their behavior in order to make the transition from Waterfall IT to Agile IT. The good news is that, by leading in an Agile way, we can tear down the wall between IT and the business and claim that seat at the table that has so often remained elusive for CIOs working within the traditional paradigm.

This book builds upon some of the ideas I presented in The Art of Business Value, though it is not necessary for readers to have read that book to follow the arguments in this one. In The Art of Business Value, I made the case that business value cannot be a guide for IT unless it is first framed—translated into a concrete set of values—by the organization’s leadership team. The Art of Business Value examined the enterprise as a Complex Adaptive System (CAS), with emergent needs and constantly changing interpretations of business value. In this book, we are looking at how IT leaders can deliver business value to their companies with this in mind.

You will find a few themes running through this book. First, that we have locked ourselves into a frame of reference that is getting in our way as we try to become Agile. This frame of reference includes the notions of project, system, application, investment, architecture, skill set, and accountability. We have, to be honest, made a jumble of these concepts. If we sort them out and think more clearly about them, then we can resolve some of our questions about how to reconcile IT leadership and Agile approaches.

Second, that the business value of IT is more like the value of an intangible asset, which I will call—despite some disconcerting connotations of the term—the Enterprise Architecture. The asset view of IT will substitute for the outdated project view in my vision for what IT leadership must become. IT delivery is about making incremental adjustments to that asset. The asset supports the business’s operations and competitive strategy; it has latent value to the extent that it will support future needs with minimal additional investment.



	




	The job of the CIO is to bring a reasonable attitude toward uncertainty into the company’s decision-making process.




	





Third, underlying all of these changes—all of the problems with plan-driven approaches, all of the advantages of Agile approaches—is a confusion about how to deal with uncertainty and risk. What I call the “contractor-control paradigm”—our old way of doing IT—is really about trying to make risk go away, when risk is really the essence of what we do. The job of the CIO is to bring a reasonable attitude toward uncertainty into the company’s decision-making process.

Fourth and last, that the business should be thought of as a community, or perhaps as a Complex Adaptive System, which needs to be led and managed through an inspect-and-adapt, feedback-and-vision-oriented approach because of its complexity. As a result, “control” doesn’t look like what it used to, and a CIO trying to gain a seat at the table through demonstrating the old kind of control is going to set his or her company back three or four decades in its ability to compete. Reductionist management theory has led us to believe that business strategy and tactics require making plans and then executing them. This in turn has led us to make important decisions based on point-in-time snapshots of what we call data but what are really assumptions about the future. But we have learned that the pliability of software lets us test those assumptions, which leads to better decision making.

Along the way, I will focus on two critical questions:


	How can we harness Agility to achieve the best value for the enterprise?

	How can IT redefine its relationship with the enterprise to maximize this value, and in the process, earn that seat at the table?



Who This Book is For

In this book, I will be talking mainly about Enterprise IT—that is, the kind of IT that provides capabilities to users within companies, rather than digital products that are sold to customers. Digital product companies—unsurprisingly—are generally organized around products delivered to customers, a model where analogies to other types of product organizations arguably work well. When this model is applied to Enterprise IT, however, it leads to a problematic relationship in which IT as the provider of products and services is held at arm’s length from its customers, who happen to be its fellow employees.

In much of the book I draw my examples from software development. I find that many of the book’s themes are most vivid in the software world, and that happens to be the world where much of my experience lies. But I am really talking about all types of IT delivery capability. In chapter 8, I will specifically address capabilities acquired “off the shelf” and broaden the discussion, albeit briefly, to include hardware.

If you are a CIO, you need to not only understand this Agile revolution, but also to do something about it. This book will explain it all, and what it all means for you. I will show you why this is a deep and important change and why you need to adapt to it—and I will show you how.

If you are in another IT leadership position, your concerns are similar to those of the CIO. You play a role that links IT delivery to IT and business strategy, and you need to acknowledge the importance of the change that Agile approaches bring to both. The IT practitioners you lead have new expectations of you: you will need to manage in a Complex Adaptive System, function as a servant-leader, and remove impediments. There is a new language, and along with it, a new way of thinking. As you prepare for a CIO or more senior IT leadership role, you need to learn how Agility changes the way you create value for the enterprise.

If you are an Agile practitioner, then you have not yet figured out the role management and leadership play in your practice. I say that with confidence, as I have been part of the Agile community for more than a decade. I have not found one book that effectively connects our team-based Agile, Lean, and DevOps practices to the role that senior IT leadership plays. At best, we have told managers and leaders to keep their hands off. This book brings together the literature of Agile thinking and the literature of IT leadership.

If you are a consultant supporting an Agile transformation, I will try to give you insight into how CIOs think and a language for discussing this transformation with them. Without the ideas in this book, I am afraid you will find yourself reinforcing many of the old ideas about IT leadership—obstacles to your Agile transformation.

If you are a fan of Italian pastas, you might want to read this book because of its unique—perhaps unprecedented—use of pasta metaphors in an IT context.

Perhaps you are a senior executive in a non-IT discipline: maybe a CFO, CMO, CEO, or COO. This book will help you work with your IT organization to harness nimbleness, flexibility, speed, leanness, and responsiveness to create competitive advantages through IT.

[image: ]

As with all things Agile, this book is intended as a contribution, an increment, and a trial that is subject to feedback and improvement. I can’t say it better than Xenophanes did 2,500 years ago: “Let these things be believed as resembling the truth.”



* I should note that Kanban, as described by David Anderson in Kanban: Successful Evolutionary Change for Your Technology Business, does suggest incrementally moving toward the Lean approach.




Part I



Finding the Table
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	1

	SITTING ALONE




I don’t know why we are here, but I’m pretty sure that it is not in order to enjoy ourselves.

—Ludwig Wittgenstein, conversational remark

Well chaps, first I’d like to say a few vile things more or less at random, not only because it is expected of me but also because I enjoy it.

—Donald Barthelme, Snow White

I’ve read a number of books on IT leadership and how to be a good CIO. None of them mention the major change of the last two decades: the rise of Agile and Lean practices for IT delivery. I’ve read plenty of books on Agile and Lean practices for IT delivery. None of them explain the role of IT leadership in an Agile world. The two domains are evolving separately: the field of IT leadership continues to frame its problems in its same old ways, oblivious to the deep changes brought on by the Agile revolution, while the Agile world, ever suspicious of management, proceeds as if it can manage without the involvement of IT leaders.

Surprisingly, this divergence continues despite the deep influence of Agile and Lean thinking on general—that is, non-IT—management. The disciplines continue to evolve separately even though corporate strategy is increasingly about both agility and IT strategy. The two worlds do not converge, even though IT leadership books advise CIOs to pull themselves closer to strategy formulation and claim a “seat at the table.” But while the other C-level executives around the table are discussing the need for agility, senior IT leaders, eager to gain or retain a seat at the strategy table, are pursuing the path of demonstrating the value of IT ... by locking in old-school practices that encourage rigidity.

Agile and Lean thinking represent, simply, the best way we know of practicing IT. The techniques of Continuous Delivery (CD) and DevOps might have originated with the so-called “unicorns”—the leading technology companies—but they have spread quickly through the “horses” to the “donkeys,” dramatically increasing their deployment velocity and market responsiveness and in the process becoming table stakes for playing in competitive industries. The Puppet Labs and DORA 2016 State of DevOps Report found that those high-performing horses and donkeys spent 22% less time on unplanned work (a proxy for quality) and 50% less time remediating security flaws, experienced 2,555 times shorter lead times, and had employees who were 2.2 times more likely to recommend their companies as a place to work.1 The stock market bets happily on those horses, as they show a 50% higher growth in their market capitalization over three years.2

Admittedly, IT is always changing, and rapidly. Suddenly, we were delivering for desktops rather than mainframes; for client-server architectures rather than monolithic ones; for distributed abacuses, n-tier whatchamacallits, clouds, extra-large-size data, re-oriented objects, etc. Our services became microservices, apparently skipping right over milliservices on their way to becoming nanoservices. Our Businesses had Intelligences and our Internet filled with Things. We outsourced, we insourced. In this context, it is tempting to see the Agile/Lean movement as simply a buzz term that describes how we deliver IT product today.

In fact, these changes of the last 15 years are revolutionary: they are not about the mechanics of IT system delivery, but about what IT is, how it should be managed and led, and how it fits into the enterprise. Yet somehow, the literature on IT leadership and the techniques taught to current and future CIOs through books, seminars, conferences, and membership organizations continue to emphasize a decades-old, control-oriented paradigm that is inconsistent with the new Agile ways of thinking. This inconsistency, as I will show, runs deep—there are very good reasons why the CIO community is not taking advantage of the powerful changes brought on by the Agile revolution (revolution, yes—it even has a manifesto!).



	




	The prevailing wisdom about what makes for good CIO leadership would make an Agile thinker squirm.




	





Because of this divergence, senior IT leadership is pulled from one new marketing buzzword to the next, drawn to the trend of the day, while missing the deeper currents that could change the way technology is used to drive business value. Locked into an understanding of its role that involves protecting or striving for a seat at the table, practicing governance, finding cost efficiencies, executing projects against defined milestones, and delivering service with a smile, IT leadership is blindsided by IT-like initiatives it plays no part in—initiatives executed by shadow IT organizations, rogue developers, and the newly knighted Chief Digital Officers and Chief Data Officers.

Indeed, the prevailing wisdom about what makes for good CIO leadership would make an Agile thinker squirm.

As the project reaches each gate in a series, the project is reviewed with sponsors, the project team, and the project management office for progress against goals and key risks. Each gate calls for a go/no-go decision for the next stage of activity and funding.3

So say Richard Hunter and George Westerman in The Real Business of IT: How CIOs Create and Communicate Value, perhaps missing the point that this is a faithful description of the old school Stage-Gate or Waterfall model that Agile approaches reject. One CIO, answering the question of how to maintain control over IT in Martha Heller’s book The CIO Paradox, says, “You do that through very rigorous architectural thinking, planning, and review.”4 The Agile Manifesto, on the contrary, says that “the best architectures emerge from self-organizing teams”5; its focus is on experimentation and evolution rather than on trying to plan architecture “very rigorously” in advance.



	




	Risk is managed not through cautious planning but through bold experiments.




	





While Agile organizations increase delivery velocity on the theory that rapid feedback cycles and early delivery of value are critical, Heller advises CIOs to “understand that one of the most evolved of all executive traits is the ability to be patient, the ability to balance the need for speed with the patience to set things up correctly.”6 Hunter and Westerman seem to agree: “Successful CIOs don’t skip steps, and they don’t run them out of sequence.”7

But Agile and Lean approaches recommend that teams put product in the hands of users quickly and then continuously refine both the product and the team’s practices, rather than waiting for perfection before starting or “moving on to the next step.” Risk is managed not through cautious planning but through bold experiments combined with frequent inspection, feedback, and adaptation.

When Hunter and Westerman say that IT must demonstrate value through “on-time project delivery, on-budget project delivery, and ‘first time right’ application delivery,”8 are they aware that the Agile community speaks instead of maximizing business value delivered, creating minimal viable products which are later incrementally enhanced, and even of testing in production?

IT leadership experts have struggled to express the practical implications of the changes brought on by our increasingly Agile, digital-service-driven world. George Westerman, in his book Leading Digital: Turning Technology into Business Transformation, encourages us all to become digital masters. Digital masters, he says, “use technology better than their competitors do and gain huge benefits ... [they] see technology as a way to change the way they do business.”9 Well, of course they do.

Peter Weill and Jeanne W. Ross think it’s important that businesses become IT savvy. “IT-savvy firms distinguish themselves from others by building and using a platform of digitized processes ... to disengage people from processes that are better performed by machines,” they explain.10 To me, that sounds more like the slogan of the Industrial Revolution, not advice for IT leaders adjusting to the digital age. I don’t disagree with these thinkers, but how exactly (or even approximately) should IT leaders make their companies IT-savvy digital masters?

I don’t mean to pick on these authors—and especially not Heller— who’ve written much that is helpful and to the point. But the implications of the last few decades—the changes brought on by the Agile, Lean, and DevOps movements and the increasing importance of digital services—are much more profound than these easy pronouncements would indicate.
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Surprisingly—and ominously—Agile thinking has gone right around IT leadership to influence non-IT executives, with books like Eric Ries’s The Lean Startup, which makes validated learning a critical goal for the enterprise and argues for moving quickly to implement minimal viable products and hasten corporate learning. In fact, Agile and Lean approaches—which, in truth, are management techniques rather than technical practices—have spawned literature that bears on general corporate leadership. Non-IT executives can learn how to apply intrinsic motivation techniques from Daniel Pink’s Drive, and can learn to see the business as a Complex Adaptive System—an evolving organism that continuously adapts to environmental factors and incentives set by leadership—from The Biology of Business: Decoding the Natural Laws of Enterprise, edited by Henry Clippinger III.

The literature on autonomous teams in the workplace is substantial—Harvard Business School Press, for example, publishes Richard Hackman’s classic book on the subject, Leading Teams: Setting the Stage for Great Performances. General Stanley McChrystal’s book Team of Teams draws lessons for businesses from the military’s increasingly agile ways of organizing to fight global terrorism. And the Beyond Budgeting movement teaches executives that the artificial annual budgeting cycle is not agile enough for corporate planning. All of these ideas have been deeply influenced by Agile IT thinking. While the writers on IT leadership are talking about the “need to be digital,” non-IT leadership is already absorbing the lessons of actually becoming digital.

To further complicate matters, senior executives, and indeed everyone in the enterprise, have become more sophisticated in their use and understanding of the technology. They have high-speed wireless networks at home, smart watches and fitness bands, media streaming out of their devices and into their sensory organs. They shop online and ask Google, Siri, or Alexa when they have a question. Their standards for usability and functionality are high and climbing. Many of IT’s partners and users have learned to talk intelligently about the cloud; they know about big data and predictive analytics; their wearable devices have more computing power than IT’s servers had a few years ago. I mean, ordinary folks in the company have already learned just to hit the restart button on devices that aren’t working right—what more can we teach them?



	




	Many IT leaders are framing the new ideas in Agile and Lean thinking in terms of an old paradigm and missing their deeper implications.




	





Any C-level executive can see that Facebook is changing the features on its site every day, while IT projects in his or her own company are still spitting out dribs and drabs on quarterly or annual release cycles. Yes, there are very good reasons why IT is run the way it is, and yes, IT leaders increasingly understand why Agile and Lean techniques are important for product delivery and project execution. But that is just the point—they are framing the new ideas in Agile and Lean thinking in terms of an old paradigm and missing their deeper implications. As I will argue later, IT leaders should not even be talking about product delivery and project execution. The world has moved on, and we should be glad of that—the old model wasn’t working all that well for IT leadership.

Perhaps the most far-reaching change to consider is in whom executive leaders look to as their corporate models—whose strategies, cultures, and competitive tactics they study in business school and try to emulate. Netflix, Google, Amazon; the “unicorn” leaders of the technology world, of course. These companies are not just business role models but familiar and important to the company’s executives in their daily lives. Leaders want to run their companies more like these successful technology companies, and who is in the way? Generally, it is the IT department, which is still producing more Gantt charts than useful product.

Non-IT executives are now speaking the language and technique of IT. But many IT executives are not.
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If not adapting to Agility, then what are CIOs concerned with?

The typical book or blog on IT leadership asserts—as it has for decades now—that the CIO needs to claim a seat at the table*—that is, a place among the strategic-thinking C-level executives who report to the CEO. In her book The New IT: How Technology Leaders are Enabling Business Strategy in the Digital Age, Jill Dyche devotes an entire chapter to “Getting and Keeping a Seat at the Table.” In the EY study “The DNA of the CIO,” the authors say that “securing a seat at the top management table is—and should be—a key priority for CIOs,” but point out that less than one in five CIOs occupy such a seat.11 A 2016 article in InfoWorld called “CIO’s May Finally Get a Seat at the Grown-Ups’ Table” starts out “for as long as I can remember, CIOs have obsessed about getting a seat at the executive table.”12

Some of these obsessive CIOs already have one, of course, but those who don’t, according to these sources, must learn to put technology aside and develop the skills of C-level executives: financial savvy, polished communication, strategic visioning, and customer intimacy. It is interesting that this is posed as some kind of a difficulty. These writers seem to assume that CIOs are naturally all introverted, anti-social techno-nerds. Is the invitation to join the strategic table being withheld because the CEO doesn’t believe that IT is strategic, or because he or she does not believe that someone with technological savvy is capable of playing a strategic role?

How, according to these books, should the CIO go about gaining the coveted seat at the table? There apparently are a number of preconditions, according to the literature. “Show value for money before you try to prove that IT is an investment in future business performance,” Hunter and Westerman say.13 Let’s think carefully about that statement. IT leadership should first focus on things other than future business performance (to demonstrate trustworthiness) before doing the things that the business is trusting IT to do (influence future business performance). Does that sound right?

The CIO must, according to the literature, “sell” the accomplishments of IT. He or she must show the ability to think and act like an executive and demonstrate that he or she can be trusted to keep the business’s interests in mind—most importantly, by controlling the costs and schedules of IT projects. Hunter and Westerman give examples of ways CIOs can prove IT’s value through measurements, including uptime, application performance, on-time project completion, and “first time right application delivery.”14 The not-so-hidden assumption here is that IT is not businesslike; the CIO must prove something, show business value, demonstrate business savvy. The CIO must earn a seat at the table.

As a consequence, IT leadership has been obsessed with demonstrating value by establishing control over IT project execution. According to a 2015 survey by the CIO Executive Council, 53% of senior IT leaders believe that “proving the business value of IT’s contributions” is “highly important” and a further 39% believe it is “important.”15 IT leaders set up project management offices (PMOs)—not only to ensure on-time and on-budget delivery but also to prove that such delivery is occurring. Because proving on-time delivery is the price of a seat at the table, the CIO must fight against anything that would make it harder to demonstrate that control. PMOs, for example, are encouraged to be enemies of the dreaded “scope creep”—that is, changes that the business stakeholders request when they realize that a system won’t actually meet their needs as specified ... but which might make it difficult for IT to show that it is delivering on schedule.



	




	Any IT leader who focuses on demonstrating value is simply wasting company resources.




	





There is a danger that the CIO’s struggle to prove that he or she is delivering value will actually destroy business value for the company. Because not all IT-related spending is directly under his or her control, the CIO is often forced to exert influence through policies, standards, bureaucracy, and no-saying. IT “adds value” by constraining solution formulation and delivery through its Enterprise Architecture standards, by slowing down delivery to users through its governance processes and maturity models, and by adding overhead through risk-averse security policies. By saying “no” to any work that would make it difficult to show that IT is under control—scope changes, exceptions to standards, newly unveiled technologies—IT is swallowing up forkfuls of potential business value.

I’ll go further: any IT leader who focuses on demonstrating value is simply wasting company resources; IT leaders should direct all their focus to delivering value. Which of the other executives at the table puts that kind of effort into demonstrating that they are adding value? Is the CFO preparing slide shows on how drafting the annual financial statements is valuable?
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	IT leaders should direct all their focus to delivering value.




	





The prevailing wisdom further requires that IT leadership—to justify a seat at the table, of course—demonstrate that IT is “aligned” with the business. “The root cause of most of the challenges confronting IT organizations today is the CIO’s inability to lead and manage alignment, starting with IT/business alignment,” according to George Lin in CIO Wisdom.16 I am particularly struck by the framing in IT Governance: governance, the authors say, “ensures compliance with the enterprise’s overall vision and values.”17 It is revealing that they think governance is about compliance: the vision and values come from somewhere else, and IT must comply with them.

Although aligning with strategies formulated outside of IT would seem to absolve the CIO of some responsibility for results, it actually doesn’t work that way: the more senior a corporate executive is, the more likely he is to blame IT when things go wrong.18 Or, as Martha Heller puts it, “there are only two types of projects: business successes and IT failures.”19

Nor is the whole idea of earning a seat by demonstrating value very effective. The same CIO Executive Council study asked what the prevailing perception of IT was by business stakeholders. Fifty-eight percent said that IT was perceived as a service provider or just a cost center; 28% as a separate but partnering group; 11% as a peer; and just a startling 3% as a business game changer.20 I haven’t seen a study on this, but what percentage of respondents would say that technology itself—as opposed to the IT department—is a business game changer? High, I’d think. What then does it tell us that only 3% think that the IT department is a business game changer?



	




	The job of the CIO is to bring a reasonable attitude toward uncertainty into the company’s decision-making process.




	





Perhaps the reason business stakeholders perceive IT as a service provider is that—um, well—we have defined the role of IT to be a service provider. “The CIO is responsible for the smooth running of 24-7 IT operations, IT governance, and implementation of new projects,” according to Weill and Ross.21 Funny that the role doesn’t involve outcomes, isn’t it? If we continue to define IT as a function, then we will never find a seat at the table.

That role is too passive—“implementation” not “formulation”; “governance” not “roadmap.” Investments and projects somehow come to the CIO from somewhere else, and IT delivers on them. While pointing out that more than 70%22 of IT spending typically goes to keeping the lights on, which is presumably non-strategic activity, the experts still advise that CIOs demand a seat at the strategic table. But if most of IT’s effort is simply wiping up messes or filling the salt shakers, taking orders and delivering the dishes, and perhaps helping those at the table choose their wines, how can a seat at that table be appropriate?†

This passivity bleeds over into an attitude that IT’s function is to serve the rest of the enterprise. Somehow, IT cannot shake the notion that its role is about providing “customer service” to the rest of the business. But why? Does finance provide customer service? Marketing? Mustn’t we admit that IT leadership’s obsequious attempt to charm its way to the strategy table by pleasing other executives further undermines its chance of gaining that seat? A business function that merely serves the real strategy creators can never deserve a seat at the strategy creators’ table.

So, the CIO is fighting for a seat at the strategy table by demonstrating basic competence, believing that the rest of the organization considers IT to be non-businesslike, potentially misaligned, and in danger of destroying business value. The CIO demonstrates basic competence by showing that IT is none of those things—that, in fact, it is delivering good service. Is it any wonder that the business perceives IT as a service provider and not as a game changer?
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We can all agree that adding business value is a good thing, but a CIO trying to prove that he or she is doing so is in for a tough struggle. I’ve read—and written—CIO resumes. Sure, we say that we saved the company umpteen million dollars by automating the schmoo process or consolidating our whatsits. But, as we all know, that’s assuming a particular baseline (really?) and assuming that the results were actually realized (were the former executors of the schmoo process let go, at no cost to the company?); it is ignoring the question of whether that cost-saving was more important to the company than other things IT could have been working on; it assumes that customer service and employee satisfaction didn’t decline; and it especially avoids the question of whether a different CIO could have achieved even more benefit at less cost, or simply eliminated the schmoo process entirely rather than automating it. Perhaps a better CIO would have seen that the industry is changing in ways that will soon make the process irrelevant? The business value delivered is more the result of a well-written presentation than a business reality.



	




	There is a deeper problem with this idea of demonstrating competence, and that is the intrusion of uncertainty into the realm of IT decision-making.




	





I agree with Douglas Hubbard’s point in How to Measure Anything, that anything can be measured if it can be defined;23 the problem here is that the definition of IT’s value is simply wrong, or at best, confused. In Leading Digital, Westerman, Bonnet, and McAfee frame it as, I think, most people do: “It starts with competence in delivering services reliably, economically, and at very high quality.”24 But is this what we mean by IT adding value to the enterprise? Weren’t we talking about a strategic function, about a digital world in which the company uses IT to compete?

I have discussed the challenge of defining business value in The Art of Business Value; even more challenging in this case is defining what we mean by business value delivered by IT. Business value is delivered by the enterprise with support from IT—IT is part of a whole, a complex system in which its ability to deliver value depends on factors outside of IT. The only way that IT can deliver business value itself is through cost-cutting within the IT cost structure—in all other cases that I can think of, IT is delivering product that might or might not then be used by someone else to deliver business value.

Aside from the problems of measurement, there is a deeper problem with this idea of demonstrating competence, and that is the intrusion of uncertainty into the realm of IT decision-making. The CIO is asked to demonstrate that he or she is in control of IT investments by showing that he or she can deliver on business cases according to plan. Projects should be on time, within budget, and at a high level of “quality,” whatever that word might mean.

Here’s the problem: plans are about the future, and the future is uncertain. In the case of IT projects, the uncertainty is extremely high. In truth, an excellent CIO is one who makes good decisions about risk and adapts plans over time based on unexpected events and changes in the company’s needs. But if the CIO is trying to justify a seat at the table based on his or her control of an uncertain future, he or she will be off eating in the corner of the room or banished to a side table in the kitchen.

Let’s listen to Westerman, Bonnet, and McAfee:

In the long-distant past, we were taught that IT was the keeper of technology and that IT leaders were service-providers to the rest of the business. Their job was to stay aligned with business strategy, taking orders from the business and delivering new systems. If they kept the systems running and delivered new projects on time, then all was good. That time is over, and has been for many years.25

It has been over for many years. But we have not shaken the idea.



	




	Instead of CIOs learning to wear suits, the rest of the executive team should be ready to start dressing down.




	





In the twenty-first century, there are very few C-level executives out there who seriously doubt that IT adds value to the business. The rest of the enterprise does not want IT to treat them like customers, and does not want IT to “align” with them. What they want is for IT to deliver outcomes.26 This screams out for an Agile and Lean solution: deliver value—outcomes—quickly and frequently, and trim away everything else, since everything else is simply waste.

Getting a seat at the table is not so much about learning to wear a suit and tie instead of a Nirvana T-shirt; it’s about guiding the enterprise in its use of technology and information assets. Given the importance of digital technology, and given which companies now serve as role models for executive leadership, it might be that instead of CIOs learning to wear suits, the rest of the executive team should be ready to start dressing down. Or perhaps the business should be learning how to align with IT, rather than the other way around.

Stop laughing. This is just another way of saying that businesses need to become digital masters who are IT savvy.
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So, there we have it: the CIO is being told—and told loudly—that he or she must earn a seat at the table by proving that he or she can control IT delivery—a discipline in which uncertainty is the norm—and deliver business value—difficult to define—while for the most part being restricted to delivering only product. If the CIO does these things, then he or she is probably destroying business value and doing non-strategic things, and therefore does not deserve a seat at the table. What will this CIO be doing with his or her time? Creating bureaucratic policies to try to establish “control,” denying that IT is too expensive, pretending to have near-certainty in situations where uncertainty is the norm, and saying no to anything that might interfere with his or her ability to prove that he or she is adding value.

This all comes at a time when businesses want to become IT-savvy digital masters. In Westerman, Bonnet, and McAfee’s research, “many executives told us that, given their IT units’ poor performance, they were going to find a different way to conduct their digital transformations. The business executives were going to move forward despite their IT units, not with them.”27 Again, this bears some deeper thought. We know that IT organizations are often filled with motivated, intelligent, and experienced professionals. If particular skill sets are missing from the IT organization, they can be hired, just as they can be hired into any other part of the organization. There is no a priori reason that IT cannot lead the business’s digital transformation. The fact that organizations widely don’t believe this suggests that there is something wrong with the way we have been defining IT.
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You would be disappointed if you thought to turn to the Agile community for ideas on how senior IT leadership should act. The nicest way to characterize the Agile community’s treatment of senior IT leadership is, well, neglectful.

When the Agile literature does think to mention senior IT leadership, it does so in the context of driving cultural and organizational change to make room for Agile practices. It assigns two roles to IT management. The first is to empower teams to be autonomous. The second is to help drive the cultural change that will allow the adoption of Agile techniques. These both come down to the same thing: management’s job is to force itself to stay out of the way.

In a way, the Agile community is suffering from the same insecurity as the CIO community. While CIOs feel that they need to justify their existence and claim a seat at the table, the Agile community is stuck on the idea that it has no place until dramatic cultural and organizational changes happen.†† The enterprise is assumed to be naturally resistant to Agile ideas, and Agility has to fight to claim a seat at the other table—the PMO table, that is. I have argued elsewhere that the fist-pounding demand for cultural change is misguided: there is a place right now for an agile approach to Agility, cultural change or no.28





OEBPS/images/Cover.jpg
“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.
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