The Need for an Internal Communications Program for IT

White Paper

	communication
	(n.)
	The exchange of thoughts, messages, or information, as by speech, signals, writing, or behavior.

	public relations
	(pl.n.)
	The methods and activities employed to establish and promote a favorable relationship with the public.


Purpose:

The purpose of this document is to explore the need for a comprehensive internal communication program for IT.  According to a recent Gartner research article, IT in general is moving from IT as a utility function concerned mostly with creating and maintaining reliable systems to a comprehensive service provider working in partnership with operating units to provide solutions to information gathering, storage, and usage needs.  This change has moved IT from back-office support roles to the forefront of the organization and necessarily created a need to understand and manage communication both within the internal IT areas and also to understand the needs and communicate to the various stakeholders within the organization at large.

Communication is not only critical to helping the organization understand the importance and impact of new IT related developments, but is also critical when justifying increasingly expensive and complex system solutions.  IT organizations that provide effective communications with the organization’s key stakeholders are able to garner significantly higher portions of the budget to better undertake and deploy new technology projects.

Introduction and Background

The traditional role of IT has been to support technology needs by deploying new systems requested by the operating units and then staffing to maintain these systems.  In the past five years, this operating model has been changed drastically to keep up with the needs of healthcare.  Today, the IT function is critical to the operation of most hospital units and key to the performance of OSF HealthCare.  In this new role, IT must be able to effectively communicate with a large and varied audience of users, managers, and executives who have different information needs.

In order to serve these various constituents, IT must evolve from its product-based roots into a service-based culture.  In doing so, it must also adapt communication to focus on the various audiences and their information needs.  It is no longer sufficient to “announce,” but instead, IT must provide information that will form a partnership with operating units to provide them with the strategic, operational, and tactical knowledge needed to perform their jobs.  

OSF MIS division struggles with many of the same image problems as other IT areas across the country.  Often, the image issues encountered do not result from failed performance targets or missed deadlines, but from a failure to communicate in a structured and thoughtful way to the various stakeholders within the business.  Communication, to be effective, must incorporate the information needed in context with the goals, vision, and capabilities of the product.  This structured approach to communicating builds trust, drives credibility, and positions IT as part of the change leadership.  

How does IT achieve this type of structured communication?  Gartner’s recent estimate predicts that by 2008, it will be key prerequisite for all IT areas to develop and adopt a formal communication plan with defined roles and responsibilities within the IT division.

IT’s Role as an Advisor

Executives look to IT to assist in developing technology strategy.  IT needs to function as an expert advisor in this area, which requires communication that provides assistance in understanding various technology products and future application possibilities.  It also requires IT communicators to focus on stakeholder needs such as priorities, ability to focus on the right types of technology solutions, and the ability to translate highly technical information into language that can be used to promote real, actionable knowledge.  

IT’s Role in Public Relations

In order to create this partnership, IT must create a public relations area that is focused on marketing the service portfolio, project work, and infrastructure needs of the organization.  This area must be structured to allow IT to put focus on awareness of what services area available to the organization and the impact of technology on the organization’s strategic goals.  It must also be able to proactively prepare all levels of the organization for change to promote an understanding of both the benefits and risks of new technology and set expectations on realistic learning needs and productivity impact.  The area would be also responsible for promoting successes across the organization by showcasing and celebrating breakthroughs through the use of technology.

What Are The Next Steps?

Communications Area

Gartner outlines the process of setting up a communication area in the following diagram:






Establish Roles

The first step to creating a comprehensive communications program to strengthen the relationship between the organization and IT is to create roles and responsibilities dedicated to the communication function.

The CIO must be heavily invested in the communication function because this is the only way to communicate the importance and need for this type of function within IT.  Communication is often overlooked in business, especially internal communication.  By relegating this role to a non-management or low-level staffer, it sends the message that communication is not important.  To combat this deeply held assumption, the first step is to appoint a senior level manager to the position.  This provides both visibility to the position and accountability for communication.

Second, a team must be in place to ensure that the communication function can be effectively carried out.  The communication area would oversee all internal communication and create marketing plans for not only various projects, but also for each stakeholder level in the organization.  The development of this type of multi-layered plan is essential if the internal communication program is to be successful.

In addition to the dedicated team, all leadership must become proficient in understanding the communication process and in addressing the various audiences they come in contact with.  This knowledge must include the ability to recognize the needs of different audiences, adapt messages to the language and needs of each audience, and the ability to choose the appropriate channel for the message delivery.  These skills are essential in ensuring the program does not end within the confines of the communication area, but is extended in all communication to all areas of the organization.  The communications area would need to provide periodic training to assist leaders in the communication process.

The structure of the communications area must allow for specialization within the core team for each major message platform – the service portfolio, project work, and infrastructure planning.  Each of these areas will have service lines within the platform which must be analyzed and managed to ensure communications are effective to all audiences.  

Based on research into common structures and a review of the needs of OSF IT, the following graphic represents a vision for the mature structure of the internal communications area.




[image: image1]


The first task of the communications area will be to identify all stakeholders who must be communicated to within the organization.  This identification must include:

· Name

· Location

· Seniority

· Business Function

· Services consumed

· Preferred style of work and process

· Key issues important to each

· Information needed to make decisions appropriate to the job level

· Preferred channels of communication

During the identification process, it is also key to determine how influential each stakeholder is within their organization and how effective their communication is to others within their organization.

The second step for the communications area will be to determine the general audiences IT will need to inform and their business perspectives.  The basic audiences should include, but the group must verify:

· Executives (C-Level) – usually focused on ROI, Business Performance, Long-term strategy (3-5 years out)

· Operations level (Asst Admins.) – usually focused on ROI, Productivity, Business Benefits

· Management level (Line managers) – usually focused on Productivity impact, measurement, training, benefits to department

· Staff level (mostly end users) – focused on ease of use, impact on daily workflow, training needs.

Internal audiences must also be considered with IT:

· Senior Leadership – business strategy, long-term focus

· Management – impact on team workload, training needs

· Staff – impact on workload, training needs

Once the stakeholders and key audiences are developed, the stakeholders can be grouped into audience areas to address communication needs.  The message development then occurs in the next steps.


Once key stakeholders and audiences have been determined, the team must agree on a comprehensive “communication platform” for all messaging.  This will be the bedrock of the program.  For OSF, we will have three main areas – the Service Portfolio, Projects, and Infrastructure work.  All three areas will be supported by the message platform of HRO – high reliability organization.  In all messaging, HRO must be a theme to put the message into the larger context of the IT organization.  This theme will include reliability, safety, and the overall protection of OSF’s technology structure.  

Each audience identified will need to have messages developed around the three areas which encompass the main theme of HRO.  These messages must take into account the communication needs identified in the stakeholder analysis phase.  As new information is disseminated, the communicator will need to review the message for each audience to ensure that stakeholder needs are accounted for and the appropriate information is included.


A communication program must create strategies for the various communication channels used to distribute information.  In addition, each audience’s message must be constructed to meet the information needs of the audience and be matched to the appropriate channel for distributing the information.  Inadequate construction of the message or choosing the wrong channel results in a failed communication attempt.

The channels available to IT are:

    Least sensitive

· Paper  - newsletters, memos, white papers, reports, summaries

· Electronic – email, portals, websites

· Mixed media – audio/visual, webex meetings, video conferencing, podcasts

· One-to-many – management meetings, off-site retreats, group meetings

· One-to-one – peer-to-peer, superior-subordinant

    Most sensitive

Each channel has strengths and weaknesses.  Paper and electronic media are often better at cataloguing complex information, but sensitive information must be presented in person because of the nature of the need for question and answer capabilities.  Therefore, channel selection may include more than one type of channel for the communication to be successful.  These considerations will need to be addressed for each message sent and those sending messages will need to be trained to understand how to choose the appropriate channels for their communication needs.

Calendar

Identifying stakeholders, audience messaging, and channels is not enough.  Once these areas are identified and strategies for communicating to each are put into place, a comprehensive marketing calendar must be compiled to ensure the carefully thought out messages are communicated at the right time.  This calendar must encompass not only IT related events, but also events outside of IT that impact those we communicate to.  For example, the budgeting cycle should be considered so as to provide information on strategic vision for technology in advance to beginning the cycle of budget planning.  


Feedback

Once the structure is in place for the communication plan, feedback will be needed to continuously monitor the effectiveness of the communication effort.  To this end, surveys need to be conducted at least once per year with all audiences covered by the plan.  Audiences should be asked if the information provided is appropriate to their needs, if the timing of the information delivery is appropriate, and if they feel they are well informed about issues affecting their areas.  If time allows, interviews with the senior level stakeholders may be conducted to elicit a better understanding of their satisfaction with the process as part of the senior leadership’s relationship building at this level.
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