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ISMG Case Studies
Introduction 
The ISMG Toolkit and Framework were piloted in a number of Higher Education Institutions in the course of 2006/07. These pilot institutions represent a cross-section of the Higher Education sector in the United Kingdom.  As the case studies concern the implementation of institutional strategies and procedures for the management and governance of ICT we have masked the identities of the institutions involved. However each case study contains a brief description of the type of institution involved in the case study, so that the content can be read in context. 
Each pilot institution was asked to undertake a self-assessment using the Toolkit and Framework and to provide a commentary on the process and their findings. At the time the Toolkit contained ‘yes/no’ options for each answer, rather than the 1-5 scale which is now in use. A ‘no’ answer indicated that the institution was not fully satisfied with their management and governance arrangements in this area. (The Toolkit was changed to allow responses on a 1-5 scale based on feedback from the pilot institutions). 
Institution A – An English, Post-92 University 
Institution A is a post-92 University with c. 20,000 students across four campuses. It is located in a city of c.150,000 inhabitants. It enjoys one of the best teaching quality ratings in the UK and a strong research record.

Review Process 

At Institution A, the review process involved the Director of Information Services proposing an answer to each of the Toolkit questions, and providing a short summary of evidence to support that answer. The Deputy Vice-Chancellor then reviewed the replies and a final version was agreed. 

After analysing the results of the self-assessment, a follow-up action plan was drafted by the Director of Information Services and agreed by the Deputy Vice-Chancellor. The action plan included a commentary and proposed action on all the questions in the Toolkit where a “no” answer was provided. This draft was discussed at a meeting of the University’s Information Strategy Committee, where the proposed actions were generally supported and advice proffered. As a result, some items arising from the analysis of the results are being identified as being priorities in the new Information Services Strategy which is being developed at the same time; the process for formally agreeing the strategy has also been changed as a result of the analysis. A more formal review process for projects has been agreed and will be introduced shortly. A couple of items that require further consideration will be on the agenda for discussion on forthcoming meetings of the Information Strategy and Learning and Teaching Committees.

Reflections
Overall, this Toolkit has been successfully used by the University and has resulted in a useful reflection with changes identified to strategies, processes and operations. At the time of undertaking the pilot, the University had just changed its committee structure that oversees IT provision and the development of a number of strategies was underway; this fortuitous set of circumstances added to the value of the results from the Toolkit. It should also be noted that the University has a high level of centralisation of its IT services which has made it easier for the data to be assembled to address the questions in the Toolkit and act upon its findings.

The Toolkit was easy to use and the accompanying documentation was helpful. The type and number of questions appear to be about right. It was found to be necessary to clearly define terms such as “senior executive group” and “information systems” in the University’s context to obtain a common understanding of the questions and answers. 

The results of the analysis highlighted a small number of areas where it had been known that insufficient attention had been paid in the past and was useful in prompting those issues to be addressed. There were also a couple of areas identified that had not been previously considered and thereby created a debate on whether there were issues to be addressed; in some cases further follow-up was actioned, in others it was agreed not to change the current position. In addition to the actions agreed, using the Toolkit has been beneficial in re-assuring the university community that the management and governance of the university’s information systems is sound. 

Institution B – A new English University 
Institution B is one of the newest universities in the UK with about 10,000 FTE students. Six academic Schools are the basis for the teaching and research activity. Research and knowledge transfer is a comparatively small but growing activity. The University’s Strategic Plan states that the institution aims to be “a student-facing, learner-centred institution, regionally engaged and nationally acknowledged”.

The University’s Strategic Plan is supported by a number of sub-strategies, of which the E-Strategy is the most relevant to the topic of this case study.

The University’s E-Strategy vision aspires to develop and deliver:-

· Learning supported by electronic systems which deliver access anywhere, anytime, as required

· Staff involved in learning and teaching supported by desktop and mobile solutions which give them access to the applications, information, and communications required

· The business and administration operation of the University to be user-focused, efficient and effective, on-line, world-wide

· Information and communications provision to support the wider strategy in respect of excellence in learning, teaching and research

· Students and users of services to be attracted to a university which embraces the latest technology and systems in support of all activities

Information Systems (IS) management and governance arrangements at the University

The main provision and support of information systems at the University is the responsibility of the Information Services department. Information Services (INS) was formed in September 2006, from a merger of IT Services (ITS) and Information Resources and Services (IRS) departments. The Director of Information Services was appointed in April 2006, having previously held the post of Director of IRS. 

The established staff of the Department is approximately 95 FTE staff, with a budget of £4 million. Physical services are located in two campus libraries, and two campus IT Centres. 

The areas of activity encompassed in the new department include:

· Library operations from two campus libraries

· Open access IT facilities across the two campuses

· Support for media services across the two campuses

· Support for web-based information resources (e-journals and increasingly e-book provision) and services

· Support for university staff desktop and remote access to networked systems and services

· Support for student access to broadband network through student halls of residence, and for wireless networks across the two campuses

· Management and development of the managed learning environment for the university 

· Central IT support for management information for financial, personnel and student records functions

· Provision of JANET access through the local Metropolitan Area Network (in partnership with local universities) 

· Support for the university’s main web site infrastructure, and support to School and departmental web-based information provision 

· Records management for the university

· Leadership of major aspects of the University’s E-Strategy 

As the department was being formed in the course of 2006, the time during which this case study was being undertaken was a transitional one in terms of ‘local’ management of direct service provision. However, the University’s arrangements in respect of overarching management of the E-Strategy have remained consistent and thus provided a stable context for engagement with the project.

Direct operational input to the achievement of the University’s E-Strategy is also made by the Information and Planning Unit (a sub-unit of the Directorate), by the Director of Learning and Teaching, and by the Staff Development unit within the Department of Human Resources. The six academic Schools have specialist computing where applicable within their own provision. 
The University E-Strategy is overseen by the E-Strategy Advisory Group, chaired by the Senior Pro-Vice-Chancellor. This has a membership drawn from both the operational management areas involved and from ‘user’ representatives from the academic Schools, and other support departments. Detailed work on updating the strategy and advising on allocation of resources is done by a small sub-group (again led by the Senior Pro-Vice-Chancellor, consisting of the Director of Information Services, the Director of the Information and Planning Unit, and the Director of Learning and Teaching. This sub-group considered the self-assessment Toolkit in the course of June 2006. Each member of the sub-group was briefed on the project, provided with background information and asked to answer the Toolkit questionnaire individually. The group then met to discuss the outcomes and agree a group view. 

Review Process 
Members of the E-Strategy Sub-group largely felt able to complete the Toolkit questionnaire, with perhaps the expected number of queries over terminology and interpretation. It was agreed for example, that the University’s ‘E-Strategy’ could be regarded as equating to the ‘Information Strategy’ of the Toolkit questions. (At the time of the initial formulation of the E-Strategy, the Group had discussed the terminological issue and settled upon a joint understanding of the scope of the agreed terminology.) 

Vision

We were therefore largely able to answer ‘yes’ to the Vision section; that the University has defined its strategy for information systems and IT, that there was a process of systematic review through the E-Strategy Advisory Group, and that these were linked to other University strategies through the overall management of the strategic planning process by the Senior Pro-Vice-Chancellor and the University’s Planning and Resources Committee. The Group agreed however that not all of the existing information systems were explicitly covered by the E-Strategy, there being some specifically School-based systems which fell outside the scope of the central management. This provided a useful reminder of the potential need for co-ordination of such activity across the institution. 

Alignment

The view on alignment was also largely in the positive, with the exception of Q3 relating to the approval of investments, as again, although the E-Strategy Group made recommendations about investment in the centrally-steered systems, not all investment in systems which happened through the Schools and the devolved budgeting arrangements would necessarily be co-ordinated centrally.  

Assurance

Discussion of this section showed a largely positive view, with the questions provoking some discussion about the true meaning of the word ‘external’, and that review arrangements varied between differing elements of the E-Strategy. An example of clear external audit being applied is the consideration given to the effectiveness of arrangements for the support of e-learning which comes through the academic quality assurance agencies such as Ofsted and the QAA. However, the sub-group acknowledged that some other elements of the strategy are not audited explicitly to the same extent. 

Resources

Although the E-Strategy does consider any additional staffing requirements of specific projects (for example, for the implementation of the new Student Records System, an active project at the time of writing), there is currently no mechanism for a more holistic review of staff resources required to progress the strategy as a whole. Discussion led to a view that while risk management in connection with IS activity is considered as part of the overall Risk Management activity for the institution (several of the key risks involve elements of the E-Strategy) this has not hitherto involved consideration of the risks of reliance upon key individuals at the university level, although it does form part of the local management arrangements in, for example, the Information Services department. Addressing deficiencies in respect of staff skills sets and knowledge are explicitly part of the E-Strategy itself, but this was couched principally in terms of staff skills needs as users of information systems rather than considering the needs of those providing and operating the systems and services. 

Technology

Discussion on this section revealed differences of approach and context. For the major elements of the university’s management information systems, for example, there has been a clear link to hardware and software provision planning. There has also been a move in recent years towards  a ‘rolling programme’ of investment in updating desktop systems but a central approach to this has not been universally accepted throughout the institution - some of the Schools prefer a different approach. The refreshing of the network and cabling infrastructure is also partial – good at the level of connections to the local MAN but less good in relation to networking buildings and ensuring speeds of connectivity suitable for purposes such as supporting e-learning. 

Finance

The University keeps a very watchful eye on finances. However, the devolved budgeting arrangements militate against holistic review of both initial investment and also retrospective review of benefit. The institution tracks reasonably well what is spent and gets very good value for money in procurement, but there is less emphasis, except in relation to specific large-scale projects, on systematically reviewing whether the expected benefits have materialised. 

Structure

Discussion on this aspect showed that the University does not have an overt formal approach to the alignment of structure with strategy, but the fact that a converged Information Services department had been formed was indeed the result of a senior management-led consideration of this very issue. The absence of a documented overall policy explaining rights and responsibilities was noted. However, the group questioned whether such an approach was useful in the context of the institution at the present time.  

Policies

The University has maintained a consistent effort in recent years to ensure that its approach to policy formulation and approval is fit for purpose. There is awareness however that there is a distinction to be made between formulating policies and everyone in the institution being aware of, and consistently applying them. Subsequent to this discussion, an internal audit report revealed a need to revisit some policy statements governing access to and use of IS systems.

Decision making

The consideration of decision making showed a large degree of consonance with the implied best practice in the questions, with the exception of the aspect concerning identification of obsolete services and systems to be discontinued. The context of the University’s history and financial resources often led to the continuance of arrangements with outdated operating systems and ‘legacy’ systems in particular niche applications. 

Systems

Like most institutions, the University considers itself on a path towards integration of systems and IS services, rather than having achieved such integration.  

Projects

Discussion in the sub-group led to the consensus that project management in the institution is well-established and rigorous. There may be a need to apply a project management approach more systematically to the smaller projects and not just the most financially significant ones.

Service delivery

Arrangements for gathering and using user feedback on services are considered to be well established and effective. 

Reflections

The systematic approach to consideration of the issues involved in IS governance and management brought to bear by the self-assessment tool was felt to be valuable and to have been helpful in identifying some areas in which improvement to approaches was desirable. Whilst there was the expected debate in some points about what was ‘meant by’ certain terminology, the very presence of that debate was useful in highlighting different perspectives. 

Areas for potential attention identified as a result of the self-assessment

· Devolved provision: the need for co-ordination of such provision and related activity across the institution as part of the E-Strategy. 

· Differential audit arrangements: not all the elements of the strategy are audited explicitly. 

· The lack of a holistic view of staffing resources required to progress the strategy as a whole.

· The University is not explicit in considering the risks of reliance upon key individuals.

· Staff development needs of those providing and operating the systems and services are not considered as part of the E-Strategy, but are considered within operational plans of the contributing departments. 

· The University has a ‘rolling programme’ of investment in updating desktop systems but this has not been universally accepted throughout the institution, leading to variation in provision for staff access to desktop systems. 

· The degree to which the E-Strategy incorporates an explicit funded plan for refreshing the network and cabling infrastructure may require further consideration. 

· Some enhancement of the processes of review of investment, especially in terms of retrospective review of benefit could be a useful addition. 

· The University does not have an overt formal approach to the issue of striking an appropriate balance between devolved, decentralised approaches and a more centralised approach to IS systems and management.

· There is a lack of a mechanism to ensure that gaps in policies governing access to and use of IS systems are systematically addressed.

· The University could do more to address the risk of overlong continuation of arrangements in respect of  outdated operating systems and ‘legacy’ systems in particular niche applications

Action Plan implementation progress

As the timing of this self-assessment has coincided with the major structural change of a shift to a merged ‘Library’ and ‘IT’ department it has not been possible to make as much progress on the action plan as intended at the start of the process. The University intends to revisit the potential action areas as part of the next review of the operational plan for the E-Strategy and take steps accordingly, after identifying priority areas among those listed above.

Conclusion

The case study has demonstrated that the self-assessment Toolkit is able to ‘surface’ underlying issues in relation to IS governance and management in a way that is amenable to identification of potential action areas. It is perhaps inevitable, given the dynamism inherent in the uptake of technology and its incorporation into strategic planning, that the ability of the institution to fully complete the assessment process by moving to the action plan stage is inhibited by major organisational changes already in train in respect of the topic areas under consideration. Nevertheless the University feels that the analysis thus far has been of great interest and usefulness, and will be able to inform subsequent actions to good effect. 

Institution C - A New English University 
This new University has over 10,000 students on two campuses (soon to consolidate to one). Situated some miles outside a major city it has strong links with industry and has earned a reputation for innovative, vocational courses.  

The ISMG review process took place during a period of change, with a new Vice Chancellor recently appointed and changes in the Senior Management Team, academic structure, committee structure and the operation of Council (the governing body).

The new Senior Management Team is smaller than the previous team, and consists of the Director, Deputy Director (Operations), Deputy Director (Academic) and the three Executive Deans of the new faculties. During the period of campus consolidation there are two additional members dealing with this change: a Deputy Director and an Executive Dean.

The previous six faculties consisted of a number of academic departments and each had its own management structure. The three new faculties consist of two or three schools and each has an identical management team consisting of executive dean, deputy dean, heads of schools, head of research and faculty executive manager.

Planning for the restructuring of central service departments has started, with implementation due in time for the 2007-08 academic year.

The committee structure has been refocused. Senate now has four main committees (Quality and Enhancement, Student Experience, Research Degrees, and Research and Enterprise) in addition to the Faculty Boards. Each faculty has a local version of each of these committees which reports both to the Faculty Board and the University College equivalent of itself. A number of other committees, such as Information Strategy, previously reported to a further committee, Planning Board. Planning Board was removed in the restructuring and these committees now report directly to the Senior Management Team. Council committees have also been re-organised, including the formation of a new Resources Committee that includes IT alongside finance, HR and estates.

Reflections
It has been interesting to work through the Toolkit at the same time as Senior Management Team responsibility has been changing. There are some interesting cultural differences between operations in the university sector and the commercial sector, including our emphasis on Information Strategy and the need for an Information Strategy Committee. Most of the changes we will be undertaking could be sourced from either the Toolkit or the influence from the commercial sector, i.e. they both lead to the same outcome. The only difference is the need for an explicit Information Strategy and related committee. We currently are examining whether a committee is the best place to deal with this business as it appears unusual in industry.
Service delivery has come under scrutiny both from application of the Toolkit and from the new Senior Management Team. We have surveyed all staff and students on all services provided by Learning and Information Services (LIS) in order to identify where improvements need to be made. It is interesting that this is a key aspect highlighted for attention by the Toolkit. 

The other key area for improvement highlighted by the application of the Toolkit was to ensure that everyone understood the need for, and applied, appropriate project management methods, not just LIS and MIS. This is another key improvement that the Senior Management Team has identified separately as being in need of standardisation across the institution.

The appropriate organisational structure to deliver the services, and the skills of staff as a whole, are areas that have still to be addressed. Again, these were highlighted both by the Toolkit and the new Senior Management Team. 

Institution D – An English, City-Centre Post-92 University 
Institution D is a large and well-established higher education institution with over 250 programmes of study at undergraduate and postgraduate levels.  Growing from a range of specialist colleges with roots back to the early 19th Century it became a University in 1992. It has approximately 20,000 undergraduate and 4,000 post graduate students on three campuses in the centre of a large city. 

Academic staff are grouped into 6 Faculties, each managed by a Dean.  The Deans together with 6 Pro Vice Chancellors responsible for support functions form the core of the university’s Executive, the Strategic Management Group (SMG), chaired by the Vice Chancellor.  

Formal university committees are very few in number following a fundamental review of the committee structure in 2003.  Prior to this, large numbers of groups met regularly but it was found that decision-making responsibilities and accountability of many were unclear, the routes followed by issues were long and complex, and many groups had outlived their usefulness.  A new small-scale structure was introduced with clear terms of reference while attention was also focused on the decision-making responsibilities and personal empowerment of managers and staff.  It remains the position of SMG that senior functional managers should consult as necessary to progress issues and to act wherever possible without the requirement for a formal committee separately to ratify decisions.  Major policy items will still be considered by SMG however.

The University does not have an Information Strategy Steering Group.  The University’s Information Strategy was developed originally by a task group convened for this purpose and agreed by the university Executive once complete.  This has been viewed as an occasional rather than a continuing responsibility, to be reviewed at regular intervals to ensure that it remains aligned with the Strategic Plan.  

The most recent university IT Strategy was also prepared by a task group and agreed by SMG.  Prior to the committee review in 2003, there was an ICT Committee which met regularly to monitor annual investment plans against development priorities, to agree policies and regulations, and to monitor service standards.  This group was disbanded in the review.  Informal groups have met since 2003 but the absence of a formal overarching IT Steering Committee was noted in a number of reports conducted since then by the university’s internal auditors who recommended that a successor body should be convened.  The opportunity to validate the need for such a group and to position it clearly in an overall IT/IS governance framework was a major factor in the university’s decision to become a pilot site for this project.

A formal body has met regularly to steer Information Systems developments, however.  The University has embarked on a series of inter-related information systems projects, managed as a single programme, all of which address priorities in the current Strategic Plan.  In October 2002, the Vice-Chancellor confirmed that he had ‘agreed with the Board of Governors and the Strategic Management Group to adopt the well-proven European Foundation for Quality Management (EFQM) ‘Excellence’ Model as the framework for our organisational development and strategic planning processes’.  A core element of the Excellence Model is the requirement to manage by process and fact; the portfolio of projects that makes up the Development Programme is designed to deliver both the process management framework, and the essential supporting information systems, that will enable this element of the Excellence Model to become a reality.

The great majority of IT services in the University are managed centrally.  General purpose staff/student PC clients offer a consistent view of networked resources irrespective of geographical location within the University.  A single University budget supports non-specialist open-access student PCs in IT suites and learning resource centres, network and server infrastructure investment and software licences for academic and administrative use.  Devolved budgets support subject-specialist IT use, in areas such as Engineering, Computing and Art & Design.

Review Process

Project Approach

The University became a pilot site for the project several months after most others and it was therefore necessary at an early stage to identify an approach which would allow the preparation, self-assessment and concluding stages to be completed in a relatively compressed timescale.  

Personnel

A small project team, consisting of the Director of Corporate Information Systems, Director of Computing & Information Services and Deputy Director of the School of Business Information, supported by a Business Support Analyst, was convened for this purpose.  Although small in number, the group had extensive experience of the university’s information systems both professionally and through current managerial responsibilities, together with a background in quality assurance and enhancement and QAA institutional audit/review.  It was accepted that the findings of this group would need to be validated with others once the analysis was complete but that this was preferable to convening a much larger task group and potentially slowing progress in the earlier phases.

Method
After a preliminary planning meeting and individual familiarisation with project documentation and the Toolkit, the group scheduled four half-day sessions, one for each of the major sections of the self assessment.  The intention was to be able to work through the various questions and to have in-depth discussion about the issues raised without time constraining debate.  After each session, our discussions were summarised by the Business Support Analyst and circulated to members for comment.  The group proceeded through the self-assessment in the published order (Governance, Resources, Organisation, Services) and completed each section in a single meeting.

Given the organisational structure and the university-wide nature of many the University’s activities (e.g. the University Modular Framework [UMF] the structure which underpins all undergraduate and taught postgraduate programmes) little time needed to be taken in selecting which information systems to include in this exercise.  Those included were those already classified as ‘corporate’, acknowledging that manual as well as electronic elements were equally relevant.  As a general rule the team assumed that, irrespective of any university’s organisational structure, policies would already be in place differentiating ‘corporate’ and ‘local’ systems and that a governance framework would incorporate all ‘corporate’ systems.

The group did not limit its consideration of issues to the approach contained in the Toolkit, however.  As well as working through all of the questions posed in each section, discussions focused on the assumptions which appeared to underpin each and the degree of ‘goodness of fit’ of these to the university’s current circumstances.  Other governance models were also explored alongside these issues.  

After the four themed sessions, members met again on three further occasions to agree priorities for improvement, to consider different structures which would enable these improvements to be delivered in practice, and to consider change management issues, including the consultation process which would be necessary to secure the commitment of members of the Executive to the proposed changes.  Members met on one final occasion to reflect on the process which had been followed and to evaluate strengths and weaknesses of the approach adopted.

Experience of Conducting the Self-Assessment

Members recorded the following points as they worked through the toolkit:

Alignment
The lack of an Information Strategy Steering Group does not mean that an institution is unable to implement its strategy effectively.  A group with a monitoring remit, whether formal or informal, could discharge this responsibility.  The precise nature of the group needed could be expected to emerge from the self assessment and planning improvements process.

Assurance
Members welcomed the introduction of a focus on how clearly the Executive but also the Governors scrutinise Information Strategy developments.

People
Although the self assessment does focus on the numbers and the skills of staff using information systems, members could not find here or in other sections the need for a critical awareness of resource deployment for systems.  Members questioned whether sufficient emphasis was put on the ‘people’ and ‘manual’ side of information systems resource consumption and whether best value could be shown to be being achieved.

Structure
The University is an institution which has invested heavily in process reviews in recent years and which has operated under a number of different organisational structures.  A fundamental review of student administration is being completed as this case study is being written and may well result in further structural changes.  The project team felt that ‘processes’ captured the intention of the questions better than ‘systems’, and that ‘centralised’ and ‘devolved’ did not fully represent the possible models.  (An alternative distinction between ‘corporate’ and ‘local’ systems was drawn above.)  The main concern of the group was how processes were mapped on to existing structures and whether structures were appropriate for the direction in which the Strategic Plan was headed.

The project team wanted to make questions 3 and 4 less staff-centric bearing in mind that many systems are now incorporating substantial self-service elements for both employees and students.

Policies
Greater emphasis could perhaps be placed on the fact that this refers to information systems generally, not simply IT systems.  All questions apply equally to non-IT elements and highlight more general university responsibilities which perhaps attract less attention than their IT equivalents.

Planning Improvements
The main output for the University from the self-assessment review and subsequent discussions has been consensus about a new IS governance structure for the university.  We have identified the need for a transitional phase, to take the opportunity to revise the Information Strategy in the light of a newly-published Strategic Plan and meanwhile to preserve the existing System Development Projects Board.  An IT Steering Group will be convened shortly to oversee investment priorities as well as decisions about architecture and policies.  During this transitional phase, we propose to validate the need for an Information Management Steering Group – this has no parallel in the existing or previous structures but directly addresses a concern of SMG that the value of systems investments is clearly understood and that benefits from development projects and process reviews are realised – and to revise the membership and terms of reference of the three related groups to ensure that remits are clearly differentiated and membership is appropriate.

A related development within the University has made the introduction of these improvements much more straightforward.  The Vice Chancellor remains firmly of the view that the formal committee structure must remain small and that managers should continue to implement changes without the need to refer to committees unless it is essential.  A number of ‘special interest groups’ have been convened this year, however, chaired by SMG members, to progress issues which do not fit neatly into the formal committee structure.  Such issues might relate to short-term developments, projects or current concerns.  It is already accepted that such groups will include one to revise the Information Strategy and another to oversee IT investment priorities, and so the connection to the outcomes of this project are already made in two major areas.  It is hoped that the new structures will be fully in place during the academic year 2007/08.
Reflections 
Participation in this project as a pilot site has provided a most welcome opportunity to address a known development requirement within the university and to critically evaluate the Toolkit.  Formal involvement in the project ensured that time was safeguarded for this task, perhaps more easily than would have been the case otherwise.  Although team members were aware at the outset of certain shortcomings in the university’s management and governance structures, the real benefit of working through the issues as we did was to appreciate the many positives that were already in place and to develop a coherent overview of all issues that new structures would need to address.  

As recorded above, the project team felt on occasion that the Toolkit was perhaps too specific (or made assumptions about structures that would be in place).  There may be benefit as the Toolkit is further developed in broadening the scope to incorporate aspects of other approaches – not HE specific – to allow individual institutions to assess which approach fits their particular circumstances best.  There may also be benefit in introducing a preliminary assessment of corporate strategy against which subsequent judgments about systems strategy can be measured. 

The project team were of the opinion that the Toolkit’s greatest strength is perhaps that it provides busy staff with the opportunity to meet and discuss the issues surrounding IT Governance in a semi-formal setting.  Given the comments made earlier on possible improvements to the sequencing and content of some of the sections, it provided a clear framework which ensured that the group were able to deduce quickly the current status and then move smoothly forward to develop a range of plans and options.  The speed with which the project was progressed could not have been achieved without the constant thread of the Toolkit. 

Institution E - A Large, Research-Intensive University in England
University E is a large, research intensive university with a worldwide reputation made up of a confederation of Colleges, Faculties and other institutions with over 18,000 students. 
Strategy

The University functions with a relatively small central administration and with central bodies consisting of, and mainly elected by, the current academic personnel of the Faculties and Colleges. At the time of the pilot a University-wide consultation on a new Learning and Teaching Strategy has been launched and, closely coupled with this, work has begun on an E-learning Strategy.

The overall governance of information systems within the University falls within the policies of the Information Strategy of the University, which states “The University…. is a knowledge-based institution par excellence. The raison d’être of the University is to be devoted to the maintenance, development and advancement of all principal branches of scholarly knowledge within an environment which demands the highest attainable level of academic standards in teaching, research and the wider dissemination and exchange of knowledge and information. An Information Strategy should support this objective and become a key component in the overall strategy for the University itself.

The University is also a complex institution in which decision-taking is both diffuse and devolved, a reflection of its self-governing and democratic status. The overall objective should be that information systems are managed in such a way as to maximise benefit to users, whilst achieving an acceptable level of ease of maintenance and cost over the long term. The strategy is being developed with express intent of putting the users’ needs and aspirations first, rather than attempting to construct a “top down” approach.”

These general principles are taken to apply to apply to the management of all information systems within the University, whether scholastic or corporate, although it should be recognised that the University comprises many independent, self- governing institutions which are empowered to proceed independently, if they so should wish. However, in recent years, there has come a widespread recognition that ease of use for the individual user has become a defining characteristic of information systems of all kinds and this, in turn, leads to the development of “common” systems, rather than individual “stand-alone” units, and for effective interfaces between them. 
The Information Strategy Group

The Information Strategy Group was established in 2001 and was responsible, inter alia, for supervising the production of the Information Strategy, the detailed preparation of which was delegated to an Information Strategy Task Force, set up for the purpose chaired by the University Librarian. The work of both these bodies has since developed, the former taking on a supervisory role for all major projects and service delivery, to which the individual Project Boards report; and the latter working as semi-informal clearing house for early conceptual thinking in the information management field.

The Information Strategy Group is responsible to the Council and the Planning and Resources Committee (PRC), when a financial allocation is required, for ensuring that all information systems proposals are consistent with the overall Information Strategy of the University. As is indicated in the responses to the JISC Questionnaire, below, the University now intends to amalgamate the current Information Strategy Group with the longer established Information Technology Syndicate into a single supervisory committee of the University – the Information Strategy and Services Syndicate (ISSS)

Thus there will be, under the aegis of the Council of the University a unified framework supervising the development of the Information Strategy (IS), comprising the ISSS (& PRC for finance), the ISSS for the direction of the strategy, ISTF for conceptual development, and the sub-ordinate project boards for new systems development and initial implementation. Line managers, primarily, but not only, the Directors of the Management Information Services Division and University Computing Service are responsible for much day-to-day service delivery and their divisional strategies and delivery performance is are monitored by the ISSS. 
The responsible information system officers of the University, the academic Departments and the Colleges are all represented at all levels in the decisions process. By convention, Heads of Houses (Colleges) are invited to chair all these committees other than the Council, PRC and ISTF. This arrangement ensures that representatives of all the components of the University have a voice in, and can contribute to, the decision process.
It should be noted that, notwithstanding the “federal” nature of the University, consultation and co-operation increasingly characterise the management of information systems at this University. Although the response to this self-assessment exercise amplifies the above description, it concentrates in detail on the four major corporate systems of Finance, Grants Management, Student Information, and HR & Payroll, the above governance model is being systematically extended toward telecommunications, archiving, communications (the Website) experimental data capture and collection. Thus the governance of information systems is being regularised but is following a path which recognises the value of independent initiative and devolved administration in information systems management in a complex institution such as this University.

The Review Process 
Section 1- Preparation 
Which Information Systems should be included in this Exercise?

The Institution concluded that all major systems should be included i.e. those that are critical to core business: Finance, Grants Management, Student Information, HR and Payroll. Under the present structure a wider assessment would not be a practical proposition and this constraint is further considered in Section 3: Planning Improvements

What Investments should be considered significant?

The University took the view that investments of £1m or greater would qualify individually, and that groups of small projects adding up to such commitment could be reviewed collectively and should be governed consistently. The University was undertaking substantial strategic investment at the time of the self-assessment and so the risk level was considerable. It is reasonable to assume that smaller scale projects should be governed by similar principles, but with a much lighter touch and possibilities for this are considered in Section 3: Planning Improvements.

Who will be responsible for conducting the exercise?

The Director MISD was tasked with this initially. While it was recognised that his scope of responsibility was a subset of the overall University IS/IT commitment, widening the exercise would be considered in the light of lessons in the first iteration. It would be appropriate to consider a similar piece of work within the areas of responsibility covered by the University Computing Service.

Who will review the self-assessment?

Under the University’s existing governance arrangements this task will fall to the Information Strategy Group (ISG), a Committee of Council.

Section 2 – Self-Assessment 

The University then undertook an institutional self-assessment, using the ISMG self-assessment questionnaire 

Section3 – Planning Improvements
Having completed the self-assessment the University then started to plan improvements as follows, to address areas of perceived weakness. 
Governance

The assessment in Section 2 shows that much of the good practice recommended is already in place. However the University’s organisation structure as a self governing community of Scholars presents some unique challenges.

We propose now to combine the IT Syndicate and the ISG into a single body to be called Information Systems and Services Syndicate (ISSS). The title is chosen to reflect the intention that University will continue to permit a high degree of flexibility in local choice of technology within all institutions, but endeavour to set light touch but effective standards so as to maximise interoperability and accessibility to systems. The title also reflects a growing emphasis on service provision rather technology supply in the context of strategic planning.

We believe that step represents a natural evolution of current arrangements and that it will contribute effectively in co-operation with other bodies (notably Audit Committee and Planning and Resources Committee) to furthering good practice in Vision, Alignment and Assurance.

Resources: People

The UCS provides an effective focus for the development and training of technical staff through regular networking and through specific institutional liaison arrangements. The University therefore believes that it has sound arrangements for supporting training needs. We do not consider that we do as well in supporting training records and planning, nor do we do well in the training of staff such as Business Analysts.

The University is implementing a modern HR and Payroll system and as part of the business process review training records and planning are to be addressed. A pilot scheme for Project Management Training has been successfully completed and will now be part of the general portfolio of Staff Development Training, this success is being followed by a working party to address Business Process Review and Development and simple guide has been produced to allow pilot work to commence.

Generally speaking staff turnover is low, remuneration and working conditions are consistent with good practice in the sector.

Application systems that are used by staff and students are well supported by training and help desk facilities.

Resources:  Technology

Evidence of the good practice indicators is available in many institutions and in the case of key business systems are comprehensive except in respect of the business operational aspects of business continuity and disaster recovery. 

The University plans to focus on operational business continuity and on the consistent application of good practice across all institutions. The focus for this is provided by the policy decision made by the IT Syndicate that all institutions must be supported by UCS or MISD unless they have a level of skill and resource such that they can independently follow the same policies and good practice.

Resources: Finance

In this context (and indeed others) it is not really appropriate to consider the University to be a single institution, it is rather a federation of institutions with a level of common interest. 

Within the context of financial planning and regulation a high degree of autonomy in technology and purchasing decisions is enjoyed by all member institutions. There are no plans to change this, but mechanisms for ensuring that value for money is achieved are policed and enforced through financial regulations and internal audit. Both UCS and MISD provide a focus for effective use of preferred supplier arrangements for commonly used products and services.

The University plans expenditure and revenue on a rolling five year basis and this helps to focus decisions on cost of ownership on a whole life basis. The University’s procedures for business case preparation also focus on whole life cost of ownership.

Organisation:  Structure

The University is and will remain a highly devolved structure, but the central bodies have effective methods for determining policy and increasingly effective methods for measuring and reviewing service delivery performance and risk.

These bodies also review the Management arrangements for the key delivery units (i.e. UCS and MISD) from time to time.

Organisation: Policies and Procedures

In this context the University has well ordered processes for policies and the basic disaster recovery needs are dealt with and risk assessed. The University is aware that more detailed work is needed on Disaster Recovery and Business Continuity to achieve a higher level of consistency.

Moreover the University believes that more formality is needed in the procedures for ongoing service delivery and the Six Sigma model has been considered and rejected and ITIL is now under consideration.

Organisation: Decision-making

The University has a well developed Capital Projects Process (CPP) and IT projects use this process alongside other major investment programmes such as land and buildings. The process is presently being reviewed and updated.

We are aware from recent work that more effort is needed to make dispassionate and measurable business cases and that this is a necessary precursor to effective post project implementation evaluation of benefits realised. This work continues and is sponsored primarily by PRC and Finance Division.

Services: Systems

The University has a well ordered and documented architecture for business systems and is co-operating with UCS on the development of infrastructure to support the architectural aims.  The key aims are of the architecture in the context of user experience are summarised as follows:

Systems should be access agnostic (i.e. they should not require any special facilities on the user’s access device) and meet good practice in presentation for accessibility.

Authentication and authorisation should follow emerging standards for identity management.

Systems should interwork rather integrate.

The University routinely uses the nine criteria model for evaluation of investment.

Services: Projects

The University uses a PRINCE 2 style model for Project Governance that is close to the JISC Infokit approach referred to in the tool set document. 

At present work is in hand to develop a Project Office so as to capitalise on the good practice and lessons learned from the two major recent implementations in Student Systems and HR Payroll Systems where a number of methods of review and reporting and risk assessment were trialled.

The Project Office will now take the most successful elements of this work and standardise their use through templates etc. across the MIS scope.

Services: Service Delivery

This area is a current priority for University. Some work has been done on Service Level Agreements (termed Service Management Plans at the University) and regular reporting of system availability and performance is undertaken. However it is clear that there is no systematic and consistent approach to service delivery and so ITIL is under active consideration as a suitable framework for achieving consistent levels of performance within a manageable overhead of procedural constraints.

Section 4: Implementing Improvements

Work in this area will commence at the end of January when the first of a series of workshops will take place to determine the University’s MIS Strategic Plan for the period from October 2007 to July 2012. It is clear that the approach to classifying and planning improvements needs work and the toolsets proposals will be tried out in these fora.

Section 5: Evaluation

This is an intractable area at this time, since the requirements established for recent investments were not set with detail and precision. There was good reason for this, since all the systems being replaced were beyond their useful life and so there were elements of “distress purchase” in the decision making.

Nonetheless the toolset offers some valuable guidance in the evaluation process and further work is now needed to see if any of the recommendations can add value to the University’s assessment process in the future. Moreover it is possible that some work could realistically be done on setting some goals retrospectively since they would not necessarily be prejudiced by hindsight in all cases.
Institution F – A Scottish, Post-92 Institution 
Institution is a post-92 university located in the centre of a large city. The University has quickly established a reputation for providing innovative, career-focused programmes. It has a student population of over 14,000 FTEs and a staff complement of 2,000. The University is recognised for its quality of teaching, research and its promotion of social inclusion and community engagement.

Following the appointment of a new principal the University is undergoing considerable change in order to realise the new Mission and opportunities presented.

As in all Higher Education establishments, the University faces pressures of funding and is therefore diversifying its activity base in order to generate more income to cover any potential funding shortfall.  Efficiencies within operations are also being sought and therefore there are opportunities presented currently for reviewing business processes from scratch and for deciding how best to conduct professional support activities in future.

Summary
Within the Pilot project the University has assessed its status with regard to the recommendations of the Toolkit, created and began working on a structured project plan and has reassessed its status after significant University changes.  There have been several key achievements including 

· getting a detailed understanding of what is expected to be in place to meet the requirements of good governance

· understanding how to better structure the Toolkit so that it is more constructive and easier to use for future adopters

· obtaining buy-in at Executive level of the University to participate in the pilot and to carry out the changes required in order to improve our status

· defining what we want to put in place which will meet our University requirements for the future.

· taking positive action to address key areas where we currently consider ourselves to be deficient in process and performance.

· setting out clearly defined goals and targets

· understanding that getting progress is difficult when many things have to change – but by structuring the change into smaller portions it is easier to achieve.

Although progress has been significantly more difficult to achieve than was originally envisaged because of changes in the University and trying to do too many things at once, the process embarked on has been extremely valuable to the University and will continue until the aims of the project have been achieved.

Introduction
IT Services 

The Information Technology Services Department was formed by the PVC Learning and Information Services just prior to 2000.  All the IT staff from the University, located in Schools and Departments, were converged into one service.  A new IT staff structure was developed and staff encouraged to apply for suitable opportunities within the new structure.  This process was difficult – with staff from the Schools having to be transferred who all previously had different jobs, different training levels and very different skill levels.  Previously there was no coherent career pathway for the IT Staff.   The changes were designed to offer real opportunities for development and progression.

A new Director of Services was the final appointment and the post created (Director of Learning Resources) had responsibility for IT Services, Audio Visual Services and procurement, deployment and management of the resources within the Library (books, journals, electronic resources etc).  The purpose in creating this post was to allow the services to operate together as a team as the synergies between them were significant.

The IT Governance processes prior to 2000 were few – the Schools and Departments operated as independent units and although there was a small core team  (Information Services Group) the difficulties in getting agreement between the areas to carry out University-wide IT projects were significant.  The networks were fragmented – with some still on coaxial cable; the systems were independently developed, managed and operated as were the staff.  The only system at the time which was University wide was the telephones system.  

During the development of the new structure, new Governance processes were also put in place.  These included

· A new University committee with responsibility for overseeing the IT agenda comprising representatives from across the University (Learning Services Group) to replace the Information Services Steering Group

· Formal planning processes – detailed planning documents, with short and long term objectives for services and projects

· Formal requests for capital including generation of a business case demonstrating business benefits

· Formal reports to the committee regarding how the investments were proceeding

· Formal committee discussions regarding the University priorities and how to prioritise resources

A number of projects were satisfactorily completed – including introduction of a Helpdesk System, installing  CAT5 cabling network throughout the University so that there was a coherent network infrastructure, installing a staff e-mail system as well as other smaller systems for delivery of a variety of requirements across the University.

During 2003 and 2004 it became clear that some of these processes were not working particularly well for some of the major projects, particularly the larger management information system projects.  The University formed a Programme Board with specific responsibility for these projects (the Management Information Systems Steering Group).  This group ensured the satisfactory delivery of the first stages of Oracle Finance and Oracle HR – using standard project management (PRINCE2) and programme management techniques, by employing suitably qualified project managers and by investing sufficient resources in staffing to allow the projects to be carried out.  These projects were completed during 2004 – 2006 successfully.  Further development of the use of these products is continuing. The group also approved the initiation of the replacement student records system project.
Review Process

The Governance Pilot

The notification that there was to be a pilot of the new Toolkit for IT Governance arrived at a very opportune moment for the University.   The new Principal took the opportunity to change the Executive structure and responsibility.   Learning Resources became the responsibility of the University Secretary.   Learning Services was disbanded and the different areas within the larger group were assigned to different Executive Members in order to realign the services with the mission of the University.   The committee responsible for IT issues across the University was disbanded, with a view to creating something different.  The Management Information Systems Steering Group stayed as it was, continuing to monitor the progress of the HR and Finance changes and continued to lead the first stage of the Student Records System replacement project (definition of requirements and procurement).

The  decision was taken to pilot the governance Toolkit and the Director of Learning Resources conducted a preliminary assessment in order to discuss the Toolkit at Executive level.  The Executive were supportive of the use of the Toolkit .

The scope of the exercise was defined as all critical systems which are considered within the University business continuity plan.  All significant investments were deemed within scope – and these were defined as

· Capital investments greater than £10,000

· Major system investments > £50,000

· Hardware Replacement investments > £10,000

The intended audience for the review was the University Secretary initially and others as appropriate.  As the review was to concentrate on IT systems, the managers of the IT Services were involved in order to obtain their views on the governance processes.  However as many of the established processes operated at Director level and above, the experience of the managers or indeed users was of limited impact during the assessment phase.

The Governance Toolkit was supplied to the University during April 2006.  The first assessment was carried out during June 2006 and it was identified that we were compliant in about 70% of the areas.

The principal areas of compliance were:-

· Governance: Vision

· Governance: Assurance

· Services: Projects

The other areas considered - other areas of Governance, Resources, Organisation and Services – needed to be considered further.

Using the assessment documentation Strategic, University wide (operational) and IT Local (operational) aspects were identified which required improvement.  

Strategic

The strategic aspects identified which required improvement e.g. development, agreement and publication of the key strategies  were identified as Executive responsibility, although they would clearly be informed through consultation with key personnel  throughout the campus in each of the areas .  

The key areas of activity identified were 

· development of the  Information and Knowledge Management Strategy,  

· development of the International strategy

· agreement of the Research Strategy,

· agreement of the Learning and Teaching Strategy and 

· review of the E-learning strategy;

· alignment of the expenditure for IT systems with the Information and Knowledge Management Strategy

University Wide (operational)

Other aspects could be proposed, consulted upon across the University then ratified by the University Executive.  These activities included

· defining the activities of the new Information and Knowledge Services Steering Committee so that this Committee would be fully effective in leading the delivery of the Information and Knowledge Management Strategy.  

· development of the Knowledge and Information Services strategy 

· Revision of the IT Security Policy;.
· development of a policy describing the rights relating to devolved IT and information systems for lab equipment, connection to the network, local networks, procurement and physical and digital security

IT Local (operational)
These were aspects identified which could be addressed locally within IT services.  They included:-
· Training Needs assessment for all IT Staff

· Business process review; review of the processes used to support systems and delivery services in order to ensure continued appropriateness; systems review

· Staffing requirements:  to production of a staffing plan, describing essential skill-sets which would be required in order to deliver the Information and Knowledge Management strategy

· Putting in place formal reporting mechanisms for service levels, unplanned service disruption, security breaches to the new Information and Knowledge Services Steering Committee

· Production of standardised annual reports on expenditure on all Information, communication and IT systems across the institution, 

· Development of a portfolio of measurements to allow definition of the effectiveness of IT Investment.

· Development of formal forensic procedures and improved Business Continuity procedures

· Production of standard reports on performance of systems, delivery of services and performance against stated service levels.

A list of actions based on the aspects for improvements identified were proposed and documented.  Responsibilities for activities and timescales in which such activities should be achieved have been proposed.   The formal draft project plan is being submitted to the University Executive for discussion.  

In the meantime, however, significant progress has been at all levels  to address areas of concern because some of the aspects are acknowledged to be of general benefit, not only part of this project.

Progress so Far
There have been a number of achievements during the short time of the pilot project including:

Strategic

· The former committee called Management Information Systems Steering Group has been re-assigned to take responsibility for all IT and Communications Services as well as IT and Management Information System projects.  The new committee (IT Implementation Group) is being chaired by the University Secretary.  The University secretary is taking responsibility for defining the constitution of the committee including remit and membership.  The committee will report formally to the Executive through the chair. 

· A number of strategies have been developed, consulted upon and ratified including the Research Strategy and the Learning and Teaching Strategy which will inform the information and knowledge management strategy

· The University has developed a new mission for 2015.  All academic and professional support departments are being aligned with the new mission.

· A team has been formed and has begun  work on the Knowledge and Information Management Strategy.

University Wide Operational

· The IT security policy has been revised and has been submitted to the Executive for comment.

IT Local (Operational)

· A comprehensive training needs assessment has been carried out for all IT staff and there has been significant investment in training to support systems and improve services.  This will be reviewed again during October – December 2007

· A business process review has been initiated in order to understand if all processes are required, where efficiencies can be gained and how, potentially, things may be done differently to greater effect.  This is required prior to the development of the staffing plan for the future as well to support the development of the Quality Systems (ISO9000 with an aim to move to ITIL compliance).

· An asset register for equipment has been created and populated with up to date information.  Whilst this is still in the initial stages, the database is part of the Helpdesk system and will therefore allow all records pertaining to a member of staff to be viewed when taking calls and resolving problems.

· Formal Forensic investigation procedures have been put in place following consultation with the Crown Prosecution Service, Strathclyde Police and the University IT Lawyer.  The procedures have been tested and deemed satisfactory to meet current needs.  The procedures will be reviewed annually.

· Formal reporting mechanisms have been put in place for all incidents, disruption to services, security breaches etc.  These have not yet been reported to the IT Implementation Group, but will be when the committee is formally constituted

· The business continuity arrangements for the critical systems have been significantly improved, including testing.  There is continual activity in making systems more robust and resilient in order that we can address areas of weakness before they are manifest in a real situation.

There have been significant developments and improvements in the pre-existing governance processes and these have been assessed by the University auditors as part of the annual audit program for IT.

Reflection

Critical Learning Points

During the various processes involved in the pilot of the governance Toolkit, there have been a number of issues identified and as a consequence a number of possibilities identified for improvement.  There are also considerable strengths.

· The questionnaire is easy to understand – although potentially a checklist approach may be more helpful in evaluation – incorporating all the different aspects which are included in the descriptions of each of the categories.

· There should be a recommendation within the Toolkit that that the governance processes are checked by internal/external auditors

· The Toolkit is easy to understand; one does not need to be an expert to be able to develop systems and processes which will satisfy the aims of “good governance” if all aspects of the Toolkit are considered 

· The Toolkit can be easily explained at all pertinent levels – as well as the aims of governance

· The results of the questionnaire will change with time.  Therefore it is critical to review progress and the results as the project proceeds

· Whilst the use of a project methodology in carrying out such a project is to be commended, it is not essential to monitoring progress; the repeated evaluation of the questions in the questionnaire is valuable – although clearly not as strong as using an action/project plan.

· This project may require considerable change in terms of institutional practises, management and monitoring.  It is important to realise this from the start and to ensure that all participants understand that change may be required. 

· Managing change is difficult – and compromise is often essential.  It may not be possible to do things exactly as the Toolkit suggests – but what is implemented has to meet the institutions needs, and not the needs of the Toolkit!

· It is vital to realise that the processes involved in implementing the full Toolkit are extensive even if one starts from a position where the internal processes are strong.  The last 10% of compliance may cost more in terms of time and money than the other 90%.  The institution should therefore decide whether the extra 10% compliance is necessary or whether something slightly less will do

· Don’t leave it to one person – ensure there is a team responsible and that the project is owned at the highest level in the institution.

· It is critical to identify early on which issues are going to be small and which are going to be larger and more problematic; review this regularly as the status may change with time and as other things happen in the institution.

· Don’t try to do too much at one time.  It is better to set sights at a realistic level rather than trying to sort every single problem at once.  Look for small things which can be completed first; then build up to the bigger issues.  Work with people, not against them; demonstrate the benefits of a new system to generate buy-in.

The Future

We will continue to build our governance processes for IT following the action plan which has been developed.  We have to be realistic regarding timescales and targets for the future.  However we now have strong foundations on which to build.  

As the University is a constantly changing environment, the Toolkit will prove very valuable as a checklist for compliance in future.   We will review our compliance with governance best practise by using the Toolkit questionnaire annually - after we have taken the action plan to completion.

The University will be reviewing the action plan within the new IT Implementation Group to ensure that all parties within the University acknowledge and understand the importance of the process as well as helping to carry out the essential actions.
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