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18 CIO Secrets
for Information Technology (IT) Effectiveness

Do you want ...

•	 A	more	satisfied	boss?

•	 Less	stress?

A more satisfied boss

Communicate more clearly. Use business  
terms when talking to business people, 

and avoid technical jargon.  Talk about busi-
ness benefits instead of system features and 
capabilities.  Have key presentations reviewed 
by an outsider to ensure clear and effective 
communication.

Focus on what’s important to the busi- 
ness.   IT is a means to an end rather than 

an end in itself.  What are the critical issues in 
your business?  How can IT contribute to the 
resolution of those issues?  Be specific.

Provide more value from IT. Value can  
be improvement in revenue, expense, or 

profit, or it can be a time-based improvement.  
For example, because of IT, perhaps your com-
pany can react faster to changing conditions, 
or it can process transactions faster.  Can you 
summarize the value in dollars that you have 
provided to your company in the last year?

Less stress

Get a sounding board - someone you  
trust with preliminary ideas. Your best 

choice is someone outside your company who 
can provide a more impartial and objective 
view of what’s happening.

Have resources to help you when you  
need help.  Think of your IT organiza-

tion as more than just the people reporting to 
you.  Build up an “extended family” of advi-
sors, supporters, and available supplemental 
workers.  This lets you deal with the usual 
resource limitations in a better way.

•	 Infrastructure	savings?

•	 Enhanced	leadership?

Here	are	some	proven	approaches	for	reaching	these	goals.

Have someone who can guide you in the  
areas in which you’re not as strong. 

Know your strengths, and spend most of your 
time in those areas.  Recognize your weak-
nesses, and have people available to help you 
in your weak areas.  You won’t become great 
by wasting your critical time on areas in which 
you’re merely mediocre; focus on leveraging 
your strengths.

Use outside arbitration when there is a  
technology dispute within your organiza-

tion that you don’t want to arbitrate yourself, 
when impartial judgement is important, or 
when you don’t have the required expertise.  
Also use an outsider when the disputants have 
to work together after the decision; it gives 
them someone to blame.

More successful projects

Make sure you’re doing the right  
projects.  It’s not enough to just do 

projects well, you have to be sure that you’re 
focusing on the most important projects 
for your business.  The right project done 
adequately is better than the wrong project 
done well.

Identify why your previous successful  
projects worked so well. Is your success 

repeatable?  Find out what went right in suc-
cessful projects, and take steps to ensure that 
it happens again.  Hint: it’s not just the people 
– processes are usually more important.

Determine why your previous unsuccess- 
ful projects didn’t work so well. Forget 

blame – the important thing is to understand 
the process problems that contributed to un-
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Low risk solutions

Go for singles instead of home runs.   
Sure those big projects are impressive, 

but they’re also incredibly risky.  It’s far safer 
to break up big projects into a series of smaller 
projects, each of which offers some tangible 
business benefit.  This not only reduces project 
risk, it also increases customer satisfaction, 
helps build trust, and is more adaptable to 
changing requirements.

Never do a project that will take  
longer than half the average tenure of 

a company executive.  To be safe, it’s better 
to deliver something to the business (some-
thing significant that the business can use) at 
least once every six months – three months is 
better.  If you’re using new unproven technol-
ogy, then do a low-cost proof of concept first.  
And only work with vendors who guarantee 
their work.

desirable results.  You’ll find it easier to get to 
the truth if you use an indirect approach: ask 
“What could be done differently next time 
to make the project more successful?”  That 
elicits the answers you want without embar-
rassing people.

Shut down less beneficial projects. In  
some cases the best thing you can do for a 

project is to shut it down. Think of it as thin-
ning out the new growth to make room for an 
overall healthier crop.  

Infrastructure savings

Develop a set of standards, and then  
follow those standards. An inordinate 

amount of infrastructure cost is caused by 
supporting too many platforms.  Implementing 
standards can reduce your platform diversity 
and save you money.

Identify specific ideas for infrastruc- 
ture savings, and then implement the 

ideas. It sounds easy, but it’s seldom done.  
Most infrastructure focus is on increasing up-
time instead of decreasing cost.  Ironically, 
lower cost can lead to higher up-time.

Enhanced leadership

Have a vision of the future that gen- 
erates employee enthusiasm. Leaders 

are trusted individuals who have a vision that 
people can understand and support.  You’re 
probably trusted, but do you have a clear vi-
sion?  Have you communicated it within your 
company?  Why not?

Have a clear direction and strategy.   
This is the next level below the vision.  

It translates the vision into reality by showing 
specifically how you’re going to achieve the 
vision.  A strategy is actionable. 

Have an understandable set of prin- 
ciples to serve as the foundation for 

decision-making. Principles are the primary 
way to successfully delegate decision-making.  
Together with vision, direction and strategy, 
they define your success.

This document is licensed for use by a 
single individual.

Harwell Thrasher advises senior execu-
tives on IT strategy, and helps them increase 
IT’s value to the business.  Harwell is the au-
thor of the book, Boiling the IT Frog: How to 
Make Your Business Information Technology 
Wildly Successful Without Having to Learn 
Anything Technical. He has spent over 35 
years leading IT organizations: as a devel-
oper of information systems, as a manager 
of software development groups, and as a 
technology vice-president. He’s made a lot 
of mistakes and gained a lot of insight. Now 
he uses that insight to help others avoid mak-
ing the same mistakes.  See more at www.
makingITclear.com

http://www.amazon.com/dp/1419664158?tag=makingitclear-20&link_code=as3&creativeASIN=1419664158&creative=373489&camp=211189
http://www.amazon.com/dp/1419664158?tag=makingitclear-20&link_code=as3&creativeASIN=1419664158&creative=373489&camp=211189
http://www.amazon.com/dp/1419664158?tag=makingitclear-20&link_code=as3&creativeASIN=1419664158&creative=373489&camp=211189
http://www.amazon.com/dp/1419664158?tag=makingitclear-20&link_code=as3&creativeASIN=1419664158&creative=373489&camp=211189
www.makingITclear.com
www.makingITclear.com

