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Even the best software won't work without organisational changes

¢

WHEN Charlie Feld gets called in, it is almost too late. His corporate client is nearly collapsing
beneath layers upon layers of information technology—different generations of hardware,
uncounted pieces of software. And somehow none of it really connects. Most departments have
incompatible systems. They keep their own databases and guard them jealously.

Bringing order to such chaos is the speciality of Mr Feld, chief executive of the Feld Group, and
known as the Red Adair of IT. When he parachutes in, he becomes the acting chief information
officer of a company for two or three years and, with a few colleagues, turns the disparate
islands of computing into a coherent system. He has already sorted out the IT woes of large
firms such as Delta Air Lines, Burlington Northern and Sarita Fe Rallway Company and
Waestinghouse. But fixing technology is the smaller part of what Mr Feid does. His main task is
to create the right organisation for the new IT system.-Unless you do that, he says, “the inertia
of an organisation makes you end up with just another ugly IT animal.”

This may seem pretty obvious, but when companies bring in new IT systems few of them pay
much attention to the effect on their organisational structure and culture. *There is still the
belief that big enough software will solve all the problems,” says Rebecca Henderson,
management professor at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT).

As long as software mainly replaced tabour and did the boring stuff faster, such negligence
might not have been too serious. But as IT penetrates every corner of an enterprise, with the
Internet connecting everything, the oversight becomes potentially disastrous. It is the main
reason why something goes wrong with three-quarters of software projects, according to the
Standish Group, a consultancy. .

That the human side of computing matters, particularly when it comes to networks, is not a
new discovery. A decade ago, Wanda Orlikowski, a professor of information technologies and
organisation studies at MIT, published a study on the deployment of Lotus Notes, a program
known as groupware, in an international consulting firm. Her main finding: “"When an
organisation deploys a new technotogy with an intent to make substantial changes in business
processes, people’s technological frames and the organisation’s work practices will likely
require substantial change.” Groupware allows employees to collaborate online, thus
supposedly making an organisation more efficient. But Mrs Oriikowski found that the program
was used mostly to send e-mail, transfer files or call up online news sources.

Because the program’s introduction was rushed, the firm’s technology group did not have the
time to train people properly. More important, the organisation’s reward systems and culture
were at odds with the collaboration that groupware Is supposed to achieve. As with many other
consulting firms, the culture was competitive and individualistic. And management expected
most hours to be "billable” (ie, chargeable to clients), which time spent trying out and using
Notes was not.

Poor use of groupware is wasteful, but a botched implementation of enterprise resource
planning {ERP} software—which handies a company’s financial, manufacturing and human
resources, among other things—can be downright dangerous for a company. Yet very few firms
have seriously tried to figure out how these all-encompassing packages of corporate software
fit into their organisation, says Thomas Davenport, director of the Institute for Strategic
Change at Accenture, a consultancy formerly known as Andersen Consulting.
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