Chapter 2. The analysis and evaluation process

In this chapter, we present an analytical process that can be used in any project that applies IT to a service
delivery or administrative goal. The process begins by defining a problem or purpose within its environmental
context. It then goes on to identify and test possible solutions. The third phase focuses on the evaluation of
alternatives and the selection of a preferred approach. For simplicity, we present these phases as sequential
steps, but in action they are often iterative. What you learn in one phase may prompt you to return to an earlier
one to refine your thinking before moving forward again.

Although this process of feedback and learning takes extra time, it is critical to comprehensive understanding, and
it allows you to build a business case that reflects all the essential risks and options. The final steps described in
chapters three and four are the preparation and presentation of that business case. Each phase builds on the
perspective gained from earlier ones. The result is a multi-faceted analysis of a proposed project that has a high
likelihood of accurately predicting real costs and outcomes. Figure 1 illustrates the entire process.

First things first: Choose a "good" problem

The research, testing, and evaluation that go into this analysis are labor intensive processes. They can be applied
to any problem, but not every problem deserves this level of attention. This is a process that is worthwhile for
complex, mission-critical, information-intensive problems. We call these "good" problems because their solution
has high positive impact. For these problems, you need to pay close attention to the political, economic, legal, and
organizational environments as well as the technologies involved. Not every IT decision has these characteristics
or warrants the investment of resources that this process entails. Here are some administrative problems and
service delivery questions that have successfully used this process:

» How effective are current service packages in helping homeless families achieve independence?

« How can the complete history of relationships between a state agency and local governments be captured for
ongoing use in current and future technical assistance?

» How can information about the health and well being of children be made readily available to professionals and
individuals concerned with the design of children's service programs?

The first question represents an information sharing and program evaluation problem. The homeless services
system involves not only state agencies, but local governments, and scores of nonprofit shelter and service
providers, all with different kinds of information maintained in different systems and formats. These organizations
also respond to different funding streams and to a variety of legal requirements.

The second problem involves the central office of a major administrative agency and its regional offices
distributed around the state. Each regional office is responsible for monitoring and advising local governments in
its geographic area on their financial affairs. Each region collects information and does things in its own way.
There is no statewide repository of information that can provide context, history, best practices, or overall
performance information about this important aspect of municipal government.

The third example does not focus on operational concerns, but on the availability and usability of statistical
information about children. In this case, the information comes from 13 state agencies, is compiled once a year
into a printed book by a central coordinating agency, and is used by hundreds of municipalities, nonprofit service
agencies, and research organizations. The data is collected according to different time periods, using different
definitions, and covering different geographic distributions.

Despite their differences, these problems have some similarities. First, they are mission critical to the agencies
that sponsor them. The homeless services project is deeply embedded in the core services and values of all
involved organizations. The financial health of municipalities is one of a handful of overriding mission goals for the
administrative agency. And a visible public focus on the needs of children is the entire reason for the existence of
the coordinating agency.

Second, these problems are information-intensive situations. The solution to each problem depends, in large part,
on the quality, timeliness, and accessibility of information. In most cases, some information systems are already in
place and need to be taken into account in any new approach.

Third, they all exist in an environment of high complexity. Both the homelessness and children's data projects
involve many independent organizations, each with its own practices, values, and rules. Similarly, the municipal
affairs project covers the whole state and must deal with local diversity ranging from huge sophisticated cities to
tiny rural towns and villages. All three projects must deal with public opinion, public budgeting and legislative
cycles, and legal requirements. Civil service rules circumscribe staffing assignments and compensation.
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Organizational rules, traditions, and structures set boundaries. Many different business processes already in
place will need to be understood, and may need to be changed.

In projects with these characteristics, opportunities abound for wrong assumptions, premature decisions, and
dangerous oversimplification. This kind of complexity seems overwhelming, and a common reaction is to try to cut
through to the part of the project that is more concrete and manageable - the technology. This is almost always a
mistake. Projects like these demand a careful analysis that works through and manages the complexity at every
level, from the larger environment, to the organizational considerations, to the work processes and data needs, to
the technology choices.

Analysis is a group process

For projects like those described above, the analytical process is not a solitary process. These projects involve
many people in different organizations or organizational units. One person may lead an effort, or might collect,
organize, and present information, but groups of people will inevitably become involved and group processes will
be needed.

Government information technology projects can involve dozens of people. Individuals with vastly different work
styles, backgrounds, and talents are often brought together, asked to form a cohesive group, and charged with
solving a problem. Often people from different organizations need to work together to plan and implement a
project. But their individual differences, and group dynamics, can make it difficult for the group to reach its goals.
Consensus-building tools and skilled group facilitation can be very helpful in guiding a group through the steps
necessary to make effective decisions.

Consensus-finding and -building tools are often needed to help a group resolve different views and conflicting
objectives or interests. Groups also frequently need to be introduced to models for collaboration, especially if
they've never worked together before. Effective teamwork may also involve difficult trade-offs and other choices,
so some decision-making tools and techniques can be useful. Group processes take skill and time to work
effectively, but they result in well-documented and well-understood decisions that can then guide the work group
to a successful outcome. Tools and techniques for all of these topics are described in Part Two.

Techniques for acquiring needed information

Your analysis will rely on many kinds of information that can be gathered in a variety of ways. While most of the
tools and techniques we identify later are associated with a particular phase of the analytical process, data
gathering techniques can be used whenever they fit the situation. You can use survey research methods such as
self-administered or telephone questionnaires to capture data about some characteristic, attitude, or opinions of
users and stakeholders during the initial problem definition stage, during evaluation, or at any point in between.
For example, interviews can be used to assess stakeholders at the beginning of the process, to gather
information about best and current practices in the middle, and to evaluate a prototype near the end. Similarly,
simulations and process mapping can be used to understand current processes, and to design or evaluate new
ones. All of the following data-gathering techniques will be described more fully in the tools installment.

« Library and document research - The purpose of these systematic searches of print and electronic sources is
to identify, review, analyze, and evaluate the recorded experience and assessments of others who have dealt
with a similar information problem, or who have used a technology similar to the one you are considering.

* Internet research - Web searching is a specialized kind of literature review that involves using Internet search
engines to locate pertinent information about a given topic. By entering various key words and phrases, you
can search the Internet for Web sites, publications, listservs, and other resources about your topic. An
important point to remember about the Web: contrary to much popular opinion, the Web doesn't provide you
access to every worthwhile thing ever written - it only directs you to those things people have made available.

» Self-administered questionnaires - When you need information from a large number of people or
organizations, self-administered questionnaires are the right method. They allow you to collect structured data
fairly quickly from many people in different locations. They usually employ short, simple questions and follow a
careful sampling plan. (Link to a more detailed description of surveys in Part Two.)

» Interviews - When you want to gather detailed information about people's impressions, experiences, ideas,
and attitudes, interviews are often the best method. Face-to-face or telephone interviews yield rich information,
and are good way to understand complex topics.

e Experiments - Use an experiment to learn what influences the way some process or activity actually works.

Making Smart IT Choices: Understanding Value and Risk in Government IT Investments 2
© 2003 Center for Technology in Government www.ctg.albany.edu



Chapter 2. The analysis and evaluation process

The data is typically a result of direct observation of behavior in a controlled situation. The natural setting
involves a combination of many interacting influences that make it very difficult to sort out the independent
effects of one factor or another. By contrast, an experiment is designed to control some factors so the impacts
of specific ones can be assessed. Experimenting with new process models or user interfaces, for example,
might provide a team with insights into their proposed changes.

» Simulations - System simulations provide a structured approach to visualizing and understanding how complex
social and managerial systems give rise to problem behaviors, as well as what types of solutions might be
applied.

» Process analysis - Business process maps (sometimes referred to as process models) are a graphical
representation of the steps followed to achieve specific purpose, like hiring a new staff member or approving a
permit application. Process models help you understand and communicate about a business process. They
can be used to improve a process by evaluating, reorganizing, changing, or eliminating steps. They can also
be used to track the flow of resources, such as information, through a process.

Some of these data gathering techniques, like Web searching and basic interviewing, are easily learned. Others,
like experimental design or simulation, require considerable expertise. For these, you may want to consult with or
hire an expert.

Phase 1. Understand the problem and its context

Having identified a significant need or problem, the first phase of the analysis is to understand it as fully as
possible in the context in which it occurs. Three kinds of work help you reach this depth of understanding:
specifying objectives, identifying and assessing the influence of all stakeholders, and then analyzing the need or
problem in detail. A more detailed description of the tools that can help gain a greater understanding of the
problem and its context can be found in Part Two.

The first kind of work leads you and the others involved to a clear, unambiguous, shared understanding of the
business or program objective you want to achieve. This sounds simple, but in practice is often very difficult.
Many projects go wrong at this very first step because those responsible assume everyone sees the situation and
its resolution in the same way. This is almost never the case. Even simple programs or processes can be
approached from different points of view. One participant may see a service that could be more accessible to its
customers, another can look at the same service and want to reduce the cost and effort to deliver it, and still
another may take an evaluator's perspective and ask what value it delivers to society.

Specify objectives

Several tools can be used to work through this essential first step of setting objectives. One simple tool is called a
hopes and fears exercise in which the members of a work group individually state what they hope the project will
accomplish - and what they are afraid might happen instead or as a consequence. These individual statements
can be grouped into themes that often reveal multiple, competing, and sometimes conflicting objectives. Once
specified in this public way, the group can work toward the specification of a shared statement of objectives. The
public statement of fears works in a similar way. It represents early indications of problems that are likely to be
encountered along the way.

Other tools such as visioning, service objective and strategic framework are different approaches to the same
goal - a clearly specified, unambiguous, agreed-upon objective.

Sharpen your goals
In the Internet testbed project, agencies generally started out with enthusiasm for the big possibilities of the Web
for reaching more people with more information. By using the strategic framework tool, especially its service
objective component, they soon came to see that these goals were too vague to be the basis for design or
implementation. This tool pushed them to say what exactly they would do for whom with what result. For
example, the Office of Real Property Services developed an objective to use the Web to support professional
training and provide reference services to local government assessors in order to develop, improve, and maintain
their assessment skills without costly classroom training and cumbersome paper binders. By specifying in
concrete terms how they would use the Web to provide value to a well-defined audience, they were able to
sharpen their focus and move more smoothly to understand their stakeholders, find suitable practices and tools,
and consider alternative approaches.

Identify and assess stakeholders
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The next step in this phase is careful identification of all stakeholders and the ways they can influence or be
affected by the project. This can be done with a stakeholder analysis exercise. Many projects limit stakeholder
considerations to those who are directly involved in the development of a system. Generally, this is not enough.
Those who are indirectly affected count, too. Often, this kind of analysis does a good job of identifying positive
effects such as who saves time or money, but they often ignore the negative effects such as who gets lower
priority or picks up the cost of making things cheaper for someone else. Stakeholder influences are also critical.
Some stakeholders are essential because of their legitimacy or power regardless of how active they are in a
project.

A positioning chart is a good first stakeholder analysis tool. The chart places stakeholders on a two-dimensional
grid that shows both the degree to which they support or oppose the project and their importance to its success.
Those stakeholders who are important to success, whether they are supporters or opponents, deserve careful
scrutiny and a clear-cut plan of action. A partisan analysis can be used to uncover potential conflicts and
competing interests among stakeholders.

Know your stakeholders
When the State Comptroller's Office decided to plan for a successor to its 18 year-old statewide accounting
system, the staff recognized how crucial this system is to the financial operations of every state agency. They
embarked on an extensive stakeholder analysis that divided agencies into groups with similar characteristics and
invited them to take part in 13 day-long workshops to specify their needs and ideas for a revised system. This
process engaged the key users of the system in a dialog that generated strong recommendations for meeting
user needs, and initiated an atmosphere of collaboration and user support for the project. One group of
stakeholders was especially important to the project. These "strategic partners" represented the agencies that
would eventually have to approve the design and funding of the project. They were involved continually, not only
as system users, but as key players whose understanding and support could make or break the effort.

Analyze the problem and the process

The last work in this phase is where you begin to tackle the problem itself. Often the problem or objective is
embedded in at least one work process. Process analysis is therefore a good way to delve into the details,
understand the bottlenecks, see the handoffs, and identify where information is added or recorded. A process
map that shows this in sufficient detail is then ready for preliminary process improvement ideas where the work
team identifies ways to streamline or get more value from it.

Other problems are not process oriented so they demand different tools. Self-assessment tools can help gather
information about the current situation. Models of the problems can help to make your situation more explicit.
Sometimes you need customer satisfaction information and may want to conduct interviews or a survey.
Statistical data about some aspect of performance or cost may be needed. The important point is to analyze the
problem fully, using the tools at your disposal. You will often be surprised by unexpected findings and new ways
to understand cause and effect.

Get some baseline data
The Adirondack Park Agency faced both process and workload problems that generated low customer
satisfaction. Most staff time was devoted to the processing of permit applications by landowners or developers for
permission to build or otherwise develop privately owned property in the six-million acre park. Workload statistics,
however, revealed that the vast majority of customer contacts (and therefore the best opportunity to give good
service) were telephone inquiries about relatively simple questions. By collecting these workload statistics, the
Agency was better able to focus its efforts. Staff learned that answers to telephone inquires could be shortened by
99 percent by changing the way information was organized and accessed. On the other hand, process analysis
revealed that permits were subject to so many legally mandated time frames that their processing time could be
shortened by only one to two percent.

Phase 2. Identify and test solutions

Phase 1 arms you with a very detailed understanding of your objective and the context in which you must try to
achieve it. In Phase 2, the work turns to a search for reasonable solutions that you can investigate and test. This
phase makes substantial use of the experiences of others who have tackled similar goals. It also leads you to
develop alternative solutions and offers some ways to try them out in low-cost, low-risk ways. You are not building
a system yet-but you are building a great deal of knowledge about the system that you will eventually construct. A
more detailed description of the tools that can help identify and test possible solutions are available in Part Two.
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No matter how unique your problem may seem, some other organization has probably faced it. That organization
may be another agency in your own state; it could be a government somewhere else in the US or the world; it
could be a commercial or nonprofit organization. It might be much bigger or much smaller than your organization,
or engaged in a very different kind of work. Regardless of their settings, you can learn from them. The first part of
the work in Phase 2 is the search for relevant practices, tools, and techniques whose use in other places can
teach you something that you don't have to learn on your own.

Find relevant practices, tools, and technques

You can learn from the experiences of others by using a variety of research tools. Best and current practice
research is a good general-purpose tool that any professional can use effectively. You can conduct this kind of
research in the library, on the Internet, at professional meetings, in face-to-face interviews, and on the phone. The
key is to specify, as clearly and narrowly as you can, the questions you want to answer, and then to evaluate
critically what you read and hear.

One benefit of working in the public sector is the general willingness of public managers to share their good and
bad experiences with one another. You can often learn more by picking up the phone and calling a contact person
than by just reading a story in a newsletter or Web site. Probe for the complete story of how a project unfolded or
a technique was used. Ask about critical success factors and ask also what should have been done differently.

Learn from the experiences of others
When the Division of Military and Naval Affairs (DMNA) was considering how to design its first Web site, best and
current practices research helped staff make basic decisions about what to focus on and what to avoid. By
searching the Web sites of similar state and federal agencies, DMNA staff identified good business uses of the
Web (such as recruiting, location of facilities, and employment opportunities), good design principles (such as
consistency from page to page, clear contact information, and an informative home page), and features to avoid
(big graphics, no feedback mechanism, agency-centric presentation). Today many of these are considered
gospel, but in the early days of the Web this research was invaluable to making a good start.

Know your environment

An environment scan can help determine what is happening in the overall environment that may have an impact
on the project. The results of this kind of review may lead you to reconsider some aspects of your own service or
business objective. You may want to return to and refine your focus before moving forward to other parts of the
analysis. You might also discover other stakeholders need to be considered or that some part of your problem
analysis needs more attention. Take advantage of these early opportunities to improve your fundamental analysis
- they are more valuable and less costly now than they will be later in the project.

Benchmarking and building technology awareness through trade shows, demos, and vendor presentations are
other good ways to collect current information that you then evaluate for comparability, completeness, and
relevance to your own situation. These investigations may help you understand the features and applications of
technologies you are considering for your project. They may also help you understand the broader infrastructure
needs you will have to take into account.

Understand the implementation environment
The Bureau of Shelter Services is responsible for programs that serve homeless people around the state. It
carries out this mission in concert with local governments and many nonprofit organizations that actually provide
shelter and services. When these agencies began to discuss ways to share information to better assess service
performance, they needed to consider how information is collected and processed in these many different
organizations. Some of these organizations already had sophisticated information systems; others had just the
basics or none at all. As a result, part of the project to define a shared Homeless Information Management
System (HIMS) included a series of technology awareness meetings in which different kinds of case management
systems were introduced and discussed, and the current and future technology capabilities of the participants
became much better understood. Consequently, the system design took these variations into account. By
focusing on shared service values and data quality, as well as technology, the design offered benefits even to
those with little technical capability.
Benchmarking, and building technology awareness through trade shows, demos, and vendor presentations are
other good ways to collect current information that you then evaluate for comparability, completeness, and
relevance to your own situation. These investigations may help you understand the features and applications of
technologies you are considering for your project. They may also help you understand the broader infrastructure
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needs you will have to take into account.
Identify modest, moderate, and elaborate solutions

Phase 2 is completed by specifying several alternative approaches or solutions that seem to fit well with the
context, problem, and stakeholder analyses from Phase 1 as well as the information you gathered and evaluated
from other places at the start of Phase 2. At this point, your work group may have several ideas to pursue. You
should specify them all in similar ways so that you can compare them. Models of solutions can be built to can help
minimize risks and get all the potential development costs on paper.

A description of features and functionality at modest, moderate, and elaborate levels of investment is one way to
do this. First, list the key elements of a solution. These will vary according to your objective, but some common
elements are the means of customer access, response time, degree of customization, level of security, extent of
manual data handling, and degree of integration with other processes or systems. The next step involves
describing how a minimally useful solution would address each of these elements. This is the "modest" solution or
the one that accomplishes the least worth doing. Then specify how a "moderate" solution would address each
element. This one offers greater functionality, more convenience, or other improvements over the modest level.
Third, list how an "elaborate" solution would address each element. This is the most advanced solution that an
organization might attempt. Finally, for all three alternative solutions, state the benefits and who reaps them.
Benefits may be quantifiable as dollar or time savings. We think of these as the "cheaper" or "faster" benefits.
Another category of benefits might be categorized as "better.” These benefits come from qualitative changes such
as improvements in service quality or availability.

Associate benefits with cost and complexity
The idea behind the Kids Well-being Indicator Clearinghouse (KWIC) is to make statistical information about the
condition of children readily available to government agencies, researchers, service organizations, and advocates
over the Web. The statistics already existed in the form of an annual printed book. The challenge was to create a
Web-based repository that would be easy to use and easy to update. During the project, the potential
clearinghouse was specified in modest, moderate, and elaborate terms. The modest version would simply to post
the tables from the book on the Web. It would be more accessible because it would not be tied to the number of
copies that could be printed. The moderate version would use a database format, a query capability, meta data,
and links to help users understand the data better. The elaborate version would add data manipulation tools and
mapping capability. Each level obviously offered different benefits and different operational and management
considerations.

Prototype when possible

Testing your alternatives may start by gathering and comparing performance data from existing projects that are
operating elsewhere. If all the alternatives are operationally feasible, then testing the concept with appropriate
stakeholders may be sufficient. If the proposals involve some real unknowns, then try to create test conditions that
are as close to real life as possible, such as building one or more prototype systems tested under field conditions
in a controlled experiment. Also remember that the more costly the solution (in dollars, effort, and change to the
status quo) the more reason you have to conduct a life-like field test.

One surprising result of these tests may be the extent to which non-technology solutions fill your needs. Often
significant improvements in business processes or information flow go a long way toward meeting your objectives,
even without the application of new technologies. In one agency we worked with, $3 million had been set aside for
an imaging system to improve customer service transactions. After successfully building and testing a prototype
that reflected completely revamped business processes, the agency decided not to spend the money on new
technology. Why? The prototype effort showed that most of the benefits could be obtained by process
improvements alone.

Test and evaluate alternatives
The operating environment of homeless services is both complex and highly variable. For this reason, it was
important to build and test a prototype of the Homeless Information Management System (HIMS) to determine its
feasibility and value to different types of users. To prototype the system, the project participants had to focus first
on the kinds of questions they would want the system to answer and then on the nature and quality of the data
that would be needed. These discussions were very lengthy and detailed, much more so than the technical
system design step. Once built, the prototype was deployed in a testing environment in which shelter providers,
local officials, and other users evaluated its usability and its ability to help them answer questions and perform
functions relevant to their particular situations. While some organizations did not even have computers, better
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service and data definitions benefited everyone, even those with little or no technology.

Phase 3. Evaluate alternatives and make smart choices

The final analysis of alternatives is mainly an opportunity to integrate and compare information. Your work group
has looked at the problem and potential solutions from many points of view using several tools. Now is the time to
step back and ask what the entire body of data has to say. What are the main findings and conclusions that
emerge? This final analysis helps you see what can and cannot be done to achieve your goals. Often, at this point
you have several reasonable approaches to consider. This is the stage where you compare and contrast them
along important dimensions such as risk, cost, and acceptability to key stakeholders. A more detailed description
of the tools that can help you evaluate alternatives are available in Part Two.

Usually one or two of the possible solutions seem better to you than the others. The analysis you conduct at this
stage needs to use the full range of data to test these preferences and justify why a particular course of action is
preferable.

The most important limitation of any analysis is the quality and completeness of the data on which it is based.
Weak data can't be improved by powerful analytical tools or fancy presentations. Be sure to pay attention to
assumptions, estimates, and just plain guesses, and be honest with yourself and others in revealing what part
they play in your analysis. Remember, too, that everyone has biases. Try to identify yours and counter balance
them with solid analysis and reasonable alternative interpretations of the data.

Compare risks

In this phase you will make an explicit analysis of the risks associated with various tested alternatives. Notice that
you have been identifying and dealing with risks from the outset. Opposing stakeholders represent risks, new
technologies bring risk, and so on. Risk analysis can be very formal and quantitative or more qualitative. Scenario
building is a technique in which you describe a hypothetical situation in a way that helps you predict the
consequences of decisions and actions. It helps you see what could go wrong in different situations. You could
also model these situations on paper or in simulations to understand how different actions or decisions might lead
to unexpected results. This kind of analysis improves the confidence level of decision makers. These realistic
projections of risk will help them understand the possible consequences of different choices.

Scenarios can help identify risks
The Homeless Information Management System (HIMS) project was not the first attempt by a government agency
to gather information from service providers. In fact, a project to do just that had failed completely a few years
earlier. That first effort did not take provider needs and capabilities into account, but was simply selected by a
government agency and imposed on the nonprofit organizations. The nonprofit providers resisted strongly and
formed a coalition to prevent future efforts of this kind. Through a process of scenario building the Bureau of
Shelter Services could see that their idea was at great risk of rejection. To move forward, they had to build trust
among the providers and engage them fully in the planning and design effort. This process took considerable time
but it removed perhaps the greatest risk of failure - the likelihood that the users would reject the system.

Compare costs and expected performance improvements

Costs, of course, are critical to the final analysis of alternatives. You begin to identify and specify them much
earlier in the process, just as you did with risks. This is the time to examine them in more detail to be certain that
all cost factors are accounted for and that future costs are considered along with the costs of design and
implementation. In projects that involve more than one organization or level of government, be sure to assess the
costs to all players. Avoid the common mistake of costing out only the direct investments that your own
organization must make.

Cost estimates can be obtained from historical data such as budgets or spending records, feasibility studies, or
from outside consultants or agencies that have attempted similar projects. A cost-benefit analysis can be a simple
comparison of costs and projected savings, or it can be a more detailed financial model. You can also conduct a
robust cost-benefit or cost-performance analysis by considering all the players and effects of the system over
time. Whatever you choose, the results have to be a convincing aspect of the business case you will develop.

Estimate the costs of reasonable options
The Kids Well-being Indicator Clearinghouse Project (KWIC) moved from the specification of modest, moderate,
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and elaborate program designs to a similar cost-performance evaluation. The staff identified the benefits that
could be expected from each level of system specification and who would receive those benefits. They then
estimated the cost of developing and operating each version. Cost categories included project management,
organizational readiness activities, user technology, technical and support staff, information content development
and maintenance, and the costs of hosting the KWIC Web site. They developed cost estimates for the first year
and for annual recurring costs. It turned out that the moderate version was both feasible and cost-effective. It
would deliver more benefits than the modest version, as well as most of the benefits of the elaborate version, at a
more affordable price to the agency.

Make and explain final choices

At this point you may have a clear best choice and need go no further to consider other options. If you still have at
least two feasible alternatives, though, some selection tools will be useful. These are designed to compare
alternative courses of action in a structured and explicit way.

The multi-attribute utility model or MAU model is a versatile tool for comparing alternatives. Its academic-sounding
name makes it seem forbidding, but if you have been involved in any major procurements, you have probably
already used it. The MAU model rests on the specification of weighted evaluation criteria. These might be such
items as total cost, convenience to users, time to completion, reliance on contractors, or a host of others. Each
criterion is weighted relative to the others, often by distributing 100 points among them. Then each alternative
solution is scored on all criteria. Simple math gives each alternative a total score. Sometimes the scores
demonstrate a clear best choice, sometimes they narrow the field, and other decision- making processes are
needed. Occasionally the numerical scores do not "fit" the intuitive assessments of the evaluation group or
decision maker. Often this means that an important criterion is not being made explicit and should be added to the
model.

SWOT (for "strengths, weakness, opportunities, and threats") analysis presents another way to compare
alternatives. This and other prioritizing and choice-making tools to consider will be described in the tools
installment.

If you have done a thorough job of working through the three phases of analysis and evaluation, you will now be
in a good position to make "smart" choices. You will have a clear understanding of the project objective(s) and will
know what your stakeholders think about it. Relevant business processes will have been identified and improved.
You will have information about alternative ways of approaching your goal, including the experiences of others
who have done similar work. These alternatives will have been tested in some way with stakeholders and users,
and the costs and risks of each one will have been identified. If more than one approach makes sense, you've
conducted a comparison process that reveals their relative strengths and weaknesses. Now you are ready to
make your recommendation for action in the form of a business case.

Get ready to prepare a business case

Gather together the findings from each stage of your analysis and review them all. Even if you were involved in all
parts of the project, you may find that new information and insights emerge only when you step back and look at
all the evidence together. Look for patterns, reinforcing information, conflicts, and gaps. Try to state the main
findings in a few sentences or bulleted key phrases to create a framework for the final analysis and
recommendations.

Get all the people on your team together to discuss the results and to decide how best to present your key
findings and recommendations. Your business case will need to answer several questions in a direct and
convincing way in order to garner support from decision makers. Try to state the answers to the following
guestions in a few powerful sentences and then organize your detailed data to back them up.

» What are the characteristics and dimensions of the problem to be solved or initiative to be undertaken?
(Review your service objectives.)

* What are the expected benefits of solving this problem or taking this initiative? (Review the strategic
framework and features and functionality analysis.)

* What alternatives are available and how do they compare in terms of cost, feasibility, effect on stakeholders,
and other key criteria that matter to decision makers? (Draw from cost-performance and stakeholder
analyses.)

» What course of action do you recommend and why? (Use the results of tests and evaluations.)

* What are the one-time and ongoing costs of implementing your proposed solution? (These are part of the cost
analysis.)
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* What are the drawbacks in your recommendation? (Refer to the risk analysis.)
* What are the next steps?

Chapter 3 presents the essential elements of a business case for IT investment along with recommendations for
presenting the case to various audiences of decision makers and stakeholders.

The bare bones analysis

Many situations present a need for thorough analysis, but neither the time nor the staff resources to conduct one.
Fortunately, the process presented here is not an all-or-nothing proposition. We urge you to do as much analysis
as your resources allow because each inquiry adds valuable information to your ultimate decision. But in those all
too common situations where time pressures mean only a few items can be considered, what should you do?
Even if you have only a few weeks, you can gather crucial information that will help your project succeed. To do
this effectively, you need a team of people who represent different perspectives and skills. We strongly
recommend these activities:

» Start with a hopes and fears exercise Gather a representative group of stakeholders together for a morning or
afternoon. This activity identifies and makes explicit the variety of initial expectations that people bring to a new
project. Where hopes differ, the group can work toward consensus on either a common goal or an agreed
upon priority for multiple goals. Stated fears give you strong signals about the risks you face and an early start
on the work it will take to address them.

» For each goal, create a structured service objective For each goal, reach agreement about what would be
done for whom with what effect. We often use this fill-in-the-blank sentence: "Our service (or business)
objective is to do something specific for a specific customer so that the customer will receive the
following benefits. This exercise forces your planning group to be specific about three things: the practical
nature of each goal, the intended customer or beneficiary, and how that customer will be affected. It begins to
give you a sense of how straightforward or complex your project will be. If you have one objective and one
customer, your job will be easier than if you have several of either.

» Conduct some form of analysis that actively involves system users There are many ways to do this. The
crucial element is to engage the users directly. This might be done in focus groups, site visits, workshops, or
process mapping sessions. Engaging users directly is the best way to test and refine your objectives and to
understand the existing reality that you intend to change with your project. These activities can build trust with
users, who are key stakeholders, and can prevent you from making big mistakes based on untested
assumptions about work practices, skills, and organizational culture.

» Conduct targeted best and current practice research List the top four or five questions you have about your
project and find out who has experience that can help you answer them. You can use the Web or publications
to locate likely sources, but don't rely on these exclusively. The best information will come from actually talking
with these people. Most government managers are very willing to share their knowledge and lessons learned.
Take full advantage of this opportunity to learn from the experience of others.

» Specify modest, moderate, and elaborate alternatives and estimate their costs and benefits Using the
information compiled from the previous activities, specify the characteristics of modest, moderate, and
elaborate versions of your project. Then describe the cheaper, faster, and better benefits of each one. Finally
estimate the cost of each one for design and implementation and for ongoing operations. This abbreviated
analysis is far from perfect, but it will give you a great deal of specific information to support your
recommendations.
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