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One of the greatest challenges
facing IS departments today is
raising productivity. Research
reveals that while traditional
programming tools and tech-
niques may have effectively
reached their limit in achieving
incremental increases in pro-
ductivity, a huge—and largely
untapped—potential for pro-
ductivity breakthroughs exists
in the motivation and manage-
ment of IS professionals.

In short, people are more
important than tools when it
comes to achieving quantum
leaps in productivity in the cor-
porate IS environment. Know-
ing how to manage and moti-
vate your programming team
can mean the difference be-
tween catching up with your
applications backlog or falling
farther behind.

A LOOK AT THE PROBLEM

If you feel overwhelmed by the

demands being placed on your
department today, you’re not

alone. According to a recent
report from Business Week [1],
the average length of programs
is incrcasmg 25 percent per
year. Yet the number of new
programmers is up by only 4
percent a year.

In addition, maintenance is
now estimated at 60 to 80 per-
cent of the life-cycle costs, so
the majority of IS resources are
spent just to keep existing soft-
ware systems up to date.

Users and non-IS manage-
ment do not always appreciate
what is required to create new
software systems or to maintain
existing systems; hence, re-
source allocation may not in-
crease in proportion to user de-
mand.

As a result, software profes-
sionals are being asked to do
more with fewer resources in
less time, making project slip-
pages and hefty %acklogs a fact
of life. (Our informal survey
shows that only one out of five
IS projects is completed by the
originally scheduled deadline.)
This forces IS managers to
search for ways to get more
done with the resources availa-
ble—in other words, to make
every programmer much more
productive. But what will it
take?

TOOLS ALONE ARE NOT THE
ANSWER

Tools and methodologies can
only go so far in helping IS
solve the productivity problem.
For example, ads for CASE
tools regularly claim productiv-
ity increases of 20 to 30 per-
cent, yet far greater increases
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are needed to meet the rising
demand for software.

If tools and methodologies
are not the solution, what is?
People—specifically, managing
and motivating your IS profes-
sionals so they are more pro-
ductive, individually and as a
team.

An article in Fortune [3] re-
ports, “For all the technical
problems, the biggest obstacles
to effective economical soft-
ware development are manage-
rial: bad planning, organiza-
tional rivalries, unrealistic
scheduling, or the inability to
grasp the business problems
they are trying to solve.”

In addition, numerous pro-
ductivity surveys confirm that
good people are more critical
than tools, techniques, metho-
dologies, and other “silver bul-
let” solutions to productivity
problems.

Assuming you already have
good people, the challenge is
to enhance their performance.
Most co?orate IS departments
have made significant invest-
ments in tools and techniques
but have paid rclativch little at-
tention to im,Proving people
productivity.” Yet growing evi-
dence suggests the latter can
have enormous benefit.

Specifically, if tools and
methodologies are working, fo-
cusing on people and project
teams can boost results an or-
der of magnitude. And if tools
are not working, focusing on

our team members—and the
interactions between them—
can, in our experience, turn
that failure around.

Example: A team at a large
manufacturing firm was aske
to use an advanced code gener-
ator to develop a system. Team

2 MIUCNROWMEI July/August 1990

members found it awkward to
work with and complained that
the tool was costing time rather
than saving it. Conclusion:
Even the most sophisticated
tool can be a detriment rather
than a boon ro productivi
without the cooperation of the
human element.

Effectively involving people
can leverage whatever impact
tools are designed to make.

EVIDENCE OF A NEW
PERSPECTIVE

As both participants and ob-
servers, we have been involved
in over 35 IS projects where
breakthroughs in productivity
were achieved. In all cases,
there is evidence that motiva-
tion of the team to achieve ex-
traordinary results—and not a
new tool or technical metho-
dology—was the primary factor
leading to breakthrough. For
example,

* At a major insurance firm, a
project team was asked to
complete in five months an
automated billing system
for which the team had al-
located nine months. “I
didn’t know how we were
going to do it,” said a di-
rector in the information
systems department. “To
reduce the schedule
seemed impossible.”

Yet the team completed the
project in five months, as re-
quested—a 25 percent reduc-
tion in elapsed calendar days—
with no reduction in 3uality,
no extra overtime, and a return
on expenditures of approxi-
mately 3 to 1.

* Another corporation had
originally allocated a team
of %6 people for two years
to develop a new product.
But then they made a com-
mitment to achieve a pro-
ductivity breakthrough by
completing the same sys-
tem in one year with only
18 people, a savings of 54
people-years. And they
succeeded.

* A vice president with a ma-
jor computer company re-
ports: “To help microcod-
ers consistently achieve
peak performance, they
were taught specific tech-
niques for solving prob-
lems, thinking creatively,
and communicating to get
clear commitments from
their coworkers. The re-
sults don’t need any elabo-
ration; these people have
significantly increased their
productivity and expect to
improve an important de-
livery date by six months.”

Our observation? When
people are “empowered”—that
1s, when they take ownership
and enjoy the challenge they are
working on—their productivity
can increase by an order of
magnitude. And as a result,
the team can achieve results
Ei’eviously deemed “impossi-

=

WHAT HAVE WE LEARNED?

After observing productivity
breakthroughs in more than 35
IS project teams, we carefully
studied them to sec if any
themes or factors were com-
mon to such instances of ex-
traordinary achievement.



Though every organization
has had instances of extraordi-
nary performance, our goal was
to answer the question: “What
is required to deliberately insti-
gate that kind of accomplish-
ment?”

What we discovered was
that in each instance, the pro-
ject leaders and team members
performed beyond expectations
because they were sufficiently
motivated to do so. However,
the type of motivation needed
to lead a project team to this
level of performance goes be-
yond the very legitimate moti-
vations that already exist in the
corporate environment (e.g.,
fear of failure, desire for a raise
or promotion, bonuses, praise
from superiors, award and
photo in company newsletter).

There are additional, more
subtle communications be-
tween management and the
project team required to create
an environment that frees see-
ing, thinking, and action while
building a culture for innova-
tion, creativity, ownership, and
teamwork.

In an interview in the Har-
vard Business Review [4], Ray-
chem founder and CEO Pau
Cook said,

More important than salarics, bo-
nuses, or promotions, they [employ-
ees] want to identify with the success
of their organization. . . . And their
greatest reward is receiving acknowl-
cdgment that they did contribute to
making something meaningful hap-
pen.

But convincing individuals
on a project team that the work
they’re doing is special and
meaningful is no small task.
Let’s take a look at some of the
requirements necessary in creat-

ing an IS environment where a
“breakthrough team” can grow
and flourish.

Frame the Effort as a
Special or Extraordinary
Effort

The first step in deliberately
creating an environment for
productivity breakthroughs is
to single out a particular pro-
ject as a breakthrough cffort
and to communicate this to the
team leaders and members.

To do this, you must be
clear on the definition of a
breakthrough project. We de-
fine a breakthrough project as
one that enables an IS tcam to
meet a deadline or achieve a re-
sult previously thought to be
unlikely, impractical, or even
impossible. It exceeds what’s
predictable or expected based
on existing criteria for measure-
ment. An identifying charac-
teristic of a breakthrough pro-
ject is the commitment of the
team to achieving a break-
through result without know-
ing, at the time it commits,
how it will be able to do it.

In our observation, a key
factor in framing an cffort as a
breakthrough is the time and
effort invested by both senior
and projcct-levcr management
in assembling the team before
the start of the project to em-
phasize the importance of the
work.

To achieve a breakthrough
result, management must com-
municate to the team, in a
credible fashion, why a break-
through result on this particu-
lar system is neceded. Team
members need to understand
why achieving a breakthrough

on the project is important to
the corporation, how it will en-
hance profitability, why users
arc so cager to have the system,
or even how achieving a suc-
cessful result can enhance the
reputation of the IS depart-
ment within the organization.

Another motivating tech-
nique is to discuss frankly the
negative consequences of not
achieving superior productivity
results on this particular pro-
ject. (For example, perhaps de-
partment credibility is at stake,
and users have threatened to
retain outside programmers if
IS cannot meet an extraordi-
narily tight deadline for pro-
ducing the desired system.)

In most organizations, this
kind of communication rarely
takes place. Often there is no
formal kickoff meeting. And
even when IS managers do
hold formal meetings, they may
not have mastered the commu-
nication techniques necessary
to empower the team with the
required sense of mission and
to overcome the team’s skepti-
cism and belief that such talk is
merely “the company line.”

The first step, then, is to as-
semble the breakthrough team
and declare the project a break-
through effort.

Give Team Members a
Choice of Whether to
Participate

Turning an ordinary IS project
team into a breakthrough team
is possible only when team
members are given a free
choice of whether to treat the
effort as a productivity break-
through project or not. Rea-
son: When a person is told to
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adopt an attitude, goal, or ob-
jective, no real choice—and
hence no genuine commit-
ment—can take place.

Giving the team a choice of
whether to participate and how
to proceed results in greater
“ownership” of the project by
team members. Ang wf'len a
programmer or systems devel-
oper invests his time, intelli-

ence, and effort in a project

ccause he wants to—not be-
cause he is told to—he gains an
extraordinary relationship with
the work: one of self-motiva-
tion versus forced motivation.

What happens if the team
members say “no” when given
this choice of whether to par-
ticipate? In some instances,
there may need to be some ne-
gotiation between management
and team members on issues of
concern to the team, such as
how the project will affect ca-
reers or what happens to the IS

rofessional if his or her team
ails to achieve the break-
through.

But in our firm’s experience
working with numerous such
efforts, the teams have ulti-
mately always responded “yes”
in some fashion to this chai,-
lenge . . . as they most often
will when they believe the
choice is up to them.

This doesn’t mean that
every team member jumps on
the bandwagon at once. Far
from it. Rather, as in most
things, commitment to break-
through starts with one person
(or a small group of individu-
als) standing up and saying,
“Count me in; I say this will be
a breakthrough.” Over time, a
critical mass of team support
will develop. (Some team
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members may remain skeptical
throughout yet still make a sig-
nificant contribution.)

Examine Preconceptions
and Cultural Limits

A preconception is a notion
about how the job needs to be
done based on existing proce-
dures, methodologies, and
rules established through a
combination of good and bad
past experience.

A cultural limit is a per-
ceived limitation on a project
imposed by an organizational
structure. The cultural limita-
tion may be inherent in the
normal functional work flow.
Or it may involve how one
group in an organization deals
with—and feels about—
another group.

For instance, in the IS envi-
ronment, the people who do
the testing often report that
they are forced into pressure
situations in which they must
compress their work schedule
to meet an original deadline
and make up time lost by oth-
ers who did not meet their own
schedules (such as systems de-
velopers). This can breed rival-
ries—even animosity—harmful
to team efforts.

And in many corporations,
users and IS professionals have
an adversarial rather than a
team relationship. Users com-
plain that systems developers
“want to do their own thing”
rather than give the users what
they want; developers, after sit-
ting down with users to define
requirements, come away shak-
ing their heads and muttering,
“Those people have no idea of
what they want!”

How do you get different
professionals within the team
to accept their interdepen-
dence? “It helps if you can get
the individual members of a
team to recognize the precon-
ceptions they bring to the ta-
ble,” writes Walter Kiechel [2],
paraphrasing Analog Devices
CEO Ray Stata. “When they
shear through the layers of
opinion to get at the facts, they
quickly realize how much they
all need one another.” Hence,
including user representatives
in these early activities is
critical.

Speculation

In the breakthrough environ-
ment, teams are managed at
the outset in the spirit of specu-
lation, instead of mandating
performance from the top
down.

Speculation is management
throu&h a series of “what if” or
“what’s possible” scenarios. It
involves techniques such as
questioning and brainstorming.
Such interactions challenge
people’s impatience and coun-
teract their tendency to resort
to what’s familiar and has been
done before.

Making commitments

Another principle that emerges
from our study of break-
through teams is that break-
throughs come when team
members and leaders make ex-
traordinary commitments—that
is, a commitment inspired by
something bigger than the im-
mediate grojcct goals and ob-
jectives, by something truly
meaningful to them.



One frequently cited exam-
ple of an “extraordinary com-
mitment” is the famous declar-
ation by President Kennedy in
the early 1960s that the United
States would put a man on the
moon by the end of the dec-
ade. Although we had not de-
veloped space technology to
the point where this was clearly
achievable (in fact, the Russians
had launched the first success-
ful orbiting satellite and put the
first man into orbit), a whole
nation took up Kennedy’s vi-
sionary commitment. And in
1969, an American, Ncil Arm-
strong, became the first man to
walk on the moon.

In an extraordinary com-
mitment, the person takes the
bold leap and says, “I will
achieve so-and-so result, even
though it seems impossible
right now, and I have no idea

how to go abour it!”

To obtain such commit-
ment requires an unusually
frank dialog among team mem-
bers and management, which
includes the opportunity for
them to authentically examine
their own relationship to the
project, their work, and their
career,

There’s strength in this type
of commitment because it em-
powers people to think crea-
tively beyond their conven-
tional mind-sets. Instead of
looking back to past practices,
the technical professional must
now invent for himself a new
way to achieve this unprece-
dented result. And he does—
more often than you’d expect.

Recall our earlier case his-
tory of how a team at a large
insurance firm completed an
important software billing sys-

tem in five months after origi-
nally allocating nine months.
A major factor enabling this
success was the commitment of
the manager and the team
members to achieving the goal.
“Once you commit inside,”
said one team member, tapping
his finger to his chest, “you’ll
find a way to do it. You stop
looking at it as something that
can’t be done, and you come
up with ways to make it hap-
pen.”

Distinctions in commitment

Management must distinguish
between two basic types of
commitment: commitment to
an objective and commitment
to a vision. Only the latter
seems to empower IS teams to
achieve productivity break-
throughs.

For the technical profes-
sional, a commitment to a vi-
sion may be the commitment
to achieving some extraordi-
nary or unprecedented techni-
cal feat, for example, to de-
velop a state-of-the-art system
or product in his area.

By comparison, an example
of commitment to an objective
is, “We will complete phase 11
of system ABC by Junc of
1992.”

The commitment to an ob-
jective lacks the power to moti-
vate team members to produce
extraordinary results, especially
on a pressure project. After all,
how many of us become enthu-
siastic when ordered to do
more work in less time?

It is only around a commit-
ment to a vision that the team
can be galvanized. What moti-
vates IS professionals and other

workers is to be part of a mean-
ingful achievement or signifi-
cant cffort. And that’s what
commitment to a vision offers
them.

We find that once a team
commits to a vision, it then
creates appropriate objectives
consistent with achieving that
vision. The problem in imple-
menting this idea is that man-
agement, while skilled in set-
ting objectives, has little experi-
ence in eliciting team
commitment to a vision or
broader goal. However, this is
a skill that can be gained.

In our work, we like to ask
team members, “What about
this project will make it worth
your jumping out of bed in the
morning and will cause you to
look forward to coming to
work?” You can include each
team member’s commitment to
personal growth, education,
and career development—as
well as his or her commitment
to a breakthrough technical
achievement—as part of the
project design.

Giving team members a
chance to address their rela-
tionship to their work in a way
that is truly meaningful to
them provides the motivation
to achieve extraordinary results.
Remember, this will require
more effort up front in the for-
mulation of the project at a
time when most are eager to
“get started” and may have lit-
tle patience for these uncon-
ventional activities.

Eliciting the commitment
of the team to the extraordi-
nary effort requires that the
manager be the first one to
“take the plunge.” That is,
once the manager declares the
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project will be a breakthrough
effort, then team members can
consider it for themselves.

And, once convinced that the
effort is genuine, the team
members often make more a%-
gressive commitments than the
manager might have been will-
ing to mandate or request from
them on his own.

Experience shows that IS
professionals are willing, able,
and actually eager to operate in
this manner versus “business as
usual.” For instance, one de-
velopment manager encourages
commitment by suggesting to
team members that they act as
if they’re wrmng programs for
their own use. “The results
couldn’t be better,” he reports.
“It’s made highly motivated
people even more cffective, in-
creased productivity, and
heightened morale.”

Breakdowns

Another key concept of the
productivity team is that break-
downs frequently lead to break-
throughs. Let’s examine that
statement a bit more closely.

A “breakdown” is a seem-
ingly insurmountable obstacle
or problem that might lead to
missing a deadline, going over
budget, making major coding
or design errors, or other
things we typically view as
“mistakes.”

The conventional manage-
ment model is to avoid break-
downs and to design projects
so no slippages occur. This is
accomplished by setting “realis-
tic” project goals based on past
experience.

The breakthrough model,
on the other hand, deliberately
causes breakdowns by having
team members commit to goals
that are in some way unpredict-
able. Obviously, the more am-
bitious your goal, the greater
the potential for major break-
downs.

Typically, in the conven-
tionar approach to project plan-
ning (an approach embodied in
most commercially available
pro{(c;ct management software
packages), a step-by-step plan is
created. This plan spells out in
detail all the specific tasks and
actvities needed to achieve the
overall project goal.

The breakthrough model,
in contrast, uses pathways in-
stead of plansto guide team
members toward the objective.
Unlike a plan, which has all the
answers, a pathway points the
way but doesn’t specify how to
get there. One expert ob-
serves, “A pathway is like a plan
with holes. The ‘holes’ are the
breakdowns you encounter.”

Why design the project so
that breakdowns are inevitable?
We find that breakthroughs
come when breakdowns occur
and the team remains dedicated
to sticking with the oviginal
goals, rather than simply mov-
ing the deadline, changing the
project, or throwing more re-
sources at the problem.

(As an aside, note that most
organizations have their own
accepted practices for changing
the original commitment when
things don’t work out. For in-
stance, in the corporate IS envi-
ronment, when a team can’t
deliver a version with the full

functionality, they then deliver
a version with limited function-
th';ﬂ" saying that the rest of it

ill appear in “phase II” of the
project; phase II becomes the
euphemism for “we didn’t
meet our commitment.”)

In our experience working
with dozens of IS departments
at major corporations, we find
that a breakthrough often
comes soon after the team
chooses to remain with the
original commitment in the
face of a breakdown. The
breakthrough might be a new
technical idea or simply an old
solution that has never before
been afpplied to the existing
area of concern.

Why do breakdowns often
grcccdc breakthroughs? Each

reakdown that occurs focuses
the programmer’s or project
team’s attention on what miss-
ing know-how, expertise, or ex-
perience is required to achieve
the desired result. In doing so,
the breakdowns point the way
to pathways that lead to inno-
vative solutions not previously
considered.

To paraphrase Eric Hoffer
in a way that speaks to the chal-
lenge of IS professionals, “The
most gifted members of the hu-
man species are at their creative
best when they cannot have
their way.”

RECOGNIZING THE
RISK

Recognizing that breakthrough
efforts naturally involve a sig-
nificantly higher degree of risk
than conventional efforts, man-
agement must be prepared to



both support—and deal with—
the consequences of this ele-
vated risk. This requires toler-
ating the discomfort of longer
periods of uncertainty through-
out the project (something to
which most IS professionals are
unaccustomed).

The corporate culture in
large organizations is in many
ways the opposite of the break-
through mentality. It says,
“Avoid risk, don’t make any
promises you can’t keep, follow
proven methods, and when in
doubt, do what was done last
time.” The breakthrough
model, on the other hand, says
that predictable behavior yields
predictable results, and the
only way to achieve extraordi-
nary productivity is to get your
people to take chances, aim
higher, and reach farther.

WHAT'S NEXT?

One question senior managers
frequently ask us is: “Even if
we achieve a breakthrough on
project X, how does this pro-
cess benefit all the other efforts
Pve got going?”

Being able to achieve a
breakthrough on even a single
development effort makes a dis-
tinct alteration in the IS culture
at large because it demonstrates
to everyone in the organization
that people can do extraordi-
nary things if they commit and
are willing to take the risk.
Other project teams begin to
put breakthrough principles
into action merely as a result of
witnessing the excitement that
occurs when ﬁcoplc are work-
ing on something they care

about and have taken owner-
ship of.

THE NEED FOR
PRODUCTIVITY
BREAKTHROUGHS IN THE
1990s

Why are productivity break-
throughs necessary? Because in
today’s fast-paced business en-
vironment, there’s more pres-
sure than ever before for us to
come up with innovative, effec-
tive solutions to information
handling problems. Yect, as
Fortune observes, “All over the
world, senior executives are
wondering why software devel-
oimcnt is SO expensive Hand]
why it takes so long” [3]. Sen-
ior management wants miracles
from us but has left it up to the
IS manager to discover how to
deliver these miraculous results.
As Jerry Wind, a professor
at Wharton Business School,
observes, managers in the
1990s must learn to deal with
constant, rapid change. Con-
ventional management tech-
niques yield only conventional
results and small, incremental
increases in productivity. The
breakthrough model offers a
new yet tested management
model with a decade of docu-
mented success increasing pro-
ductivity in IS departments or
major corporations nationwide.
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