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Article Abstract 

 Every year companies across the globe lament information technology (IT) projects that do not 

generate the financial returns they were estimated to. A segment of these companies actually suffer 

losses, some rather substantial, as a direct result of misguided IT decisions. Why is this? Ms. Ross and 

Mr. Weill (“the authors”) propose that too many non-IT executives are leaving key IT decisions to IT 

executives because they don’t feel comfortable with the technologies they are trying to manage. The 

resulting decisions that IT executives make often clash with the overriding corporate business strategy, 

and are therefore doomed to sub-standard performance, or outright failure. 

The authors propose that IT executives should make decisions regarding IT standards and 

design, but that non-IT executives must ensure and enforce strict compliance with company strategy 

when it comes to any IT decision. 

Major Points of the Article 

 The six IT decisions that the authors believe that IT executives should never make are all tied 

into two problems that most non-IT executives and managers face: First is the problem that the non-IT 

executive feels that they “don’t understand IT well enough to manage it in detail.” Second only to this 

problem is the fact that these same non-IT executives feel that IT does not “seem to understand the very 

real business problems” that they face. These two problems force non-IT executives to admit that they 

have not “realized much business value from the high-priced technology they have installed” while the 

“list of seemingly necessary IT capabilities continues to grow, and IT spending continues to consume an 

increasing percentage of their budgets.” 

 The authors, through studies and consulting work, have found that there are several factors that 

distinguish top-performing companies in regards to IT ROI with other companies. Of these factors, the 

one that seems to be the most important is that “senior managers take a leadership role in a handful of 

key IT decisions”. There are six of these ‘key IT decisions’ that the authors have identified. The problems 

associated with these key decisions center around the fact that many senior IT executives “failed to 

realize that adopting the [IT] systems posed a business—not just a technological—challenge. 
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Consequently, they didn’t take responsibility for the organizational and business changes the systems 

required.” 

 The authors purpose that the first question that non-IT executives should answer for the IT 

department is: How much should we spend on IT? Non-IT executives should first “determine the 

strategic role that IT will play in the organizations, and only then [should] they establish a company-wide 

funding level that will enable technology to fulfill that objective.” By abdicating the right to define IT’s 

role within an organization, IT executives are left to simply deliver on individual projects; not build a 

“strategic platform” that can “respond to immediate needs [and] also [provide] escalating benefits over 

the long term.” 

 The second question that non-IT executives should answer is: Which business processes should 

receive our IT dollars? When senior managers are reluctant to “step in and choose between the projects 

that will have a significant impact on the company’s success and those that provide some benefits but 

aren’t essential,” they let “IT executives set the priorities for what are in fact important business issues.” 

An IT department that is run this way will ofte n do their best to complete all of the projects presented, 

but this “typically leads to a backlog of delayed initiatives and an overwhelmed and demoralized IT 

department.” 

 The third question that non-IT executives should answer is: Which IT capabilities need to be 

companywide? Executives are beginning to realize the “significant cost savings…that come from 

centralizing IT capabilities…across an organization,” but while this approach “leverages technology 

expertise across the company” these standards can “restrict the flexibility of individual business units 

[and can] limit the company’s responsiveness.” Management must be able to assess and balance the 

need for companywide and business unit IT needs and capabilities. 

 The fourth question that should be answered by non-IT executives is: How good do our IT 

services really need to be? Both IT and non-IT executives will admit that a system that does not work is 

useless but how much functionality is really needed for the project and do the benefits outweigh the 

costs? IT units are “likely to opt for the highest levels” of functionality when a lower level will get the job 
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done just as well. Senior business managers must step in a ensure that the systems take care of—but do 

not exceed—what is actually needed. 

 The fifth question that should be addressed by non-IT executives is: What security and privacy 

risks will we accept? Increasing the security of IT systems “involves not only higher costs but greater 

inconvenience.” Inadequate system security practices can waylay the best privacy protections but these 

concerns must be balanced with the needs of the company. Many IT departments will “adopt a 

philosophy that absolute security is its responsibility and will simply deny access anytime it cannot be 

provided safely” but this attitude can have dire effects on businesses that rely on data access to provide 

the best level of customer service possible. 

 The sixth, and final, question that the authors believe non-IT executives should make is: Whom 

do we blame if an IT initiative fails? Non-IT executives need to realize that often, the trouble with failed 

IT projects began with their inability to manage “IT-enabled change in the organization.” That “new 

systems alone have no value; value derives from new or redesigned business processes.” The authors 

suggest that, in order to avoid these problems senior managers “need to assign business executives to 

take responsibility for realizing the business benefits of an IT initiative.” These “sponsors” should become 

the champion of the project and meet regularly with the IT department, ensure adequate training for end 

users, and work with IT personnel to “establish clear metrics for determining the initiative’s success.” 

 The authors are not “advocating that any of the decisions be made unilaterally in the executive 

suite.” They are quick to point out that, while senior managers should make sure that IT spending and 

projects align with the company’s overall business strategy, these decisions should always be made with 

input from both business and IT executives. 

Article Analysis 

 I whole-heartedly agree with the author’s points about the fact that IT-executives need not 

answer many IT-related questions. I believe that the reason of this is the same reason that the authors 

give: without guidance and sponsorship of IT projects, the chance that said IT projects actually align with 

the overall goals and strategies of the business are very slim. It is no wonder that, without this 
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alignment, many (if not most) IT projects fail to ever achieve the return that senior management was 

expecting—and was often promised by the IT department itself. 

 One fault that I find within the article is that the authors make several references to studies and 

consulting work that they have participated in but they never reveal any of the actual results and data 

from this work. For all we know, they may have participated in one study that looked at a total of five 

companies that were the same size and competed within the same industry or they may have done one 

consulting project for a company that had a total of ten employees. While I agree with the tenants that 

the authors put forth in their paper I believe that quality empirical data could have really driven home 

their points and made their case even better. 


