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Introduction

The aim of this book
The aim of this book is to provide senior managers with a framework for
assessing and improving the practice of information management in their
organizations. The preface explained this aim more fully. The book is practical,
and intended for non-specialists. It helps you diagnose the situation in your
enterprise, and generate an appropriate action plan. It thereby helps you, as a
general manager, to make a more proactive and informed response to the
opportunities of modern Information Technology and Systems (IT/IS). This is
what good information management is all about.
The book is not a primer about IT/IS. The technology is advancing rapidly,
and the systems evolve at different rates in different places and countries. If you
feel the need for some factual information about IT/IS, you may find the
following books useful. Full details of books referred to are given in References
at the end of each chapter.
• Zorkoczy (1990). This gives a good overview, both of the technology and of
current systems. Part 1 of the book takes a broad view of the impact of IT on
work and society. It gives a wide range of examples, including the use of
information by managers and office workers.
• Eaton, Smithers and Curran (1988). This is a readable but more detailed
book about IT. It also sets IT into a managment and social context. It will be
useful for those with a line responsibility for the IS function, or with a closer
interest in the technical background.
• Knight and Silk (1990). This book covers both IT/IS and information
management (IM) at an introductory general management level. As you
might expect, its approach is broadly consistent with the approach of this
book.
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The approach
When you have finished studying this book, I don't want you to think 'Yes, but
what do I do next?' Most managers are in that position already: they recognize
the significance of information management, but they don't quite know how
to set about getting it right in their organization. Instead, the book will help
you develop an action plan whose items you fully understand and which you
believe you will be able to implement. In that way I hope you will be able to say
'Right. That's helped me to think this issue through; now I can get on with it'.
This book therefore requires an active partnership between me, the writer,
and you, the reader. Like all partnerships, we are both going to have to work
hard at it. Here's how:
• For my part, I shall try to make the book concise, relevant, and readable. I
shall illustrate the ideas from my experience of dealing with senior managers
and organizations who have faced a wide range of problems in the area of
information management.
• For your part, you will need to give the book your serious attention, and
work right through it. You will need to think about the questions posed, and
consider the answers which apply to your enterprise. You will need to
assemble this into an action plan, in the way indicated in the book.
If we work together in this way, there should be some real benefit!

The structure
The book is based on six guidelines for information management. These
guidelines were developed in a business school and a practical environment, in
two ways:
• By taking account of the results of recent surveys of general managers,
asking which issues of information management give them the greatest
concern. The results of these surveys have been published elsewhere (Silk,
1989 and 1990).
• By discussing with individual managers, and groups of managers, the most
effective approaches to take in dealing with these major issues of information management.
The structure of the book is shown in Figure 1.1.
This first chapter introduces and explains the six guidelines. Chapters 2-7
then address each of them in more detail. Each of those chapters ends with a set
of questions which you should consider in the context of yourself and your
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enterprise. This will produce a score, and some action points, as part of an
information management audit. They will be carried forward to help you
construct your action plan.
Chapter 8 draws both the book and your audit together. You will produce a
consolidated action plan which is structured according to the timescale of the
individual actions (short- or long-term) and according to whether they are
personal or team actions in your enterprise. The detail and relevance of this
action plan will be the tangible evidence of your study of the book. The
subsequent success in implementing the action plan will be the tangible
evidence of your competence as a manager!
Chapter 9 provides a short conclusion to the book, consolidates its main
points, and exhorts you to action.

The six guidelines
The six guidelines for information management which we shall be developing
are as follows:
1
2
3
4
5
6

Establish an information management partnership.
Distinguish the potential benefits of IT/IS.
Think strategically about information management.
Identify the benefits, and their value.
Manage the achievement of the benefits.
Prepare for the future.
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Let's see briefly what lies behind these six guidelines, in terms of the ideas and
the questions which will arise in a manager's mind about them.
Establish an information management partnership
This is about establishing an effective partnership between top managers,
middle managers/users of IT/IS, and the IT professionals. Good information
management requires such a partnership, but in practice it is often either not
achieved or is imbalanced. What are the appropriate roles for the three
players? How can senior managers cultivate the right level of co-operation?
How will you know when you have got it right?
Distinguish the potential benefits of IT/IS
The so-called generic benefits of IT/IS are efficiency, effectiveness, and strategic
advantage (or competitive edge). The organization must distinguish between
these generic benefits, and then actively seek each type of benefit which is
relevant to its business situation. This is necessary because the management
context and perception of an information system are as important as the
system itself. How does the manager strike the right balance between the three
generic benefits? Should the organization be out there in front, or following
behind, in its use of IT/IS?
Think strategically about information management
For many organizations information management is now important enough
to support, or even drive, strategic change in the business. Senior managers
now need to adopt a systematic approach to business strategy, including the
'information' aspect alongside others. This will require a range of conceptual
frameworks for the manager to try out with himself and his colleagues. How
can the manager deal with the fact that the business situation does not stand
still - that competitive advantage is never long-lasting? What are the
principles for achieving sustainable competitive advantage?
identify the benefits, and their value
This is more specific than Guideline 2, which dealt with generic benefits. Here
you need to be very specific about what benefits you plan to achieve from your
investment in IT/IS, how you can quantify them, and how you can determine
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whether they have in fact been achieved. The business case for investment in
IT/IS needs to be better than an act of faith, and must be related to the general
investment culture of the organization. But how is it possible to deal with both
the 'hard' and the 'soft' benefits of IT/IS? Is the senior manager necessarily at
loggerheads with the IT professionals and the accountants over this?

Manage the achievement of the benefits
Having decided on the generic and specific benefits, management needs to take
positive action to make sure the benefits really happen. There needs to be a
champion of change at senior level, and delegated responsibilities at lower
levels. You need to allocate clear responsibilities, but how can you integrate
this with the other aspects of planning an information system? Does postimplementation audit become a witch-hunt when things go wrong? If so, is
there a better way of doing things?

Prepare for the future
IT/IS and the business situation are changing rapidly. 'Change' is the keynote
of the 1990s. Managers should therefore keep under periodic review the
relevant technical advances (which are potential opportunities), the changing
nature of the business, and the link between the organization's corporate
strategy and its information strategy. The experts are predicting the
'information-based organization' as the model for the 1990s. Is your
management facilitating the change to this style of operation? Is this the
exclusive problem of senior management, or is it something that should be
handled more pervasively in the organization?
At this level of detail these guidelines all sound rather like motherhood
statements: convincing enough for us to nod assent to, but not specific enough
to help with our practical problems as managers. It is the aim of the next six
chapters to explain and illustrate the principles more fully, and invite you to
consider them in your particular context. This should make them come alive
and relevant.

The information management audit
Your consideration of the guidelines should lead progressively to a practical
action plan. To help you with this, at the end of each of the next six chapters I
will invite you to take stock of the situation in your current organization. This
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forms one part of your information management audit. Thus there are six parts
altogether.
The format for each part of the audit is given in Figure 1.2.
GuicUlin·
S#r.

1
Scor· Action |

Question

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
TOTALS
Figure 1.2

ÌM audit - format

For each guideline you will be asked to consider ten questions about the
current situation for yourself and your organization. You should put an honest
score against each question. Use a subjective scale, with 10 being the best
possible score, and 0 the worst possible score. I call it a subjective scale because
I am inviting you to be ruthlessly self-critical. Thus you should try to ensure
that there is a fair spread of scores, with an average of about 5. Remember, we
can all do better, and we might all be worse! You should indicate in the 'Action'
column all those questions for which you scored yourself below 5.
Finally, complete the two Total' boxes at the bottom of the form: the total
score (which therefore becomes a percentage score for this guideline) and the
total number of questions for which you score below 5. If your score is above
75 per cent ask yourself if you are really being honest; if your score is below
25 per cent ask yourself if things are really that bad.
The questions relating to each of the six IM audit forms are introduced and
explained in the corresponding chapters. There are also copies of the forms,
together, in Appendix 1, so that you can use them conveniently as a working
document. If you make working copies of the forms, remember that they are
protected by copyright. Please do not look ahead at the forms until you have
studied the relevant chapter.
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The action plan
In Chapter 8 you will bring together the six parts of your IM audit. You will of
course focus on those things which need improving. For each of these you will
identify the 'impelling' and 'impeding' factors for reaching a practical solution.
Finally, you will decide what needs to be done by you and by others, both in the
short and the long term.
This progressive building up of the action plan should mean that you Own
it', that you believe in it, and that you think you can realistically make progress
with it. This should give the highest possible assurance that you will succeed in
practice. Let's now work together to achieve that.
References
Eaton, J., Smithers, J. and Curran, S. (1988), This is IT-A Manager's Guide to
Information Technology, 2nd Ed, Philip Allan. ISBN 0-86003-660-X
(paperback).
Knight, A. V. and Silk, D. J. (1990), Managing Information, McGraw-Hill. ISBN
0-07-707086-0 (hardback).
Silk, D. J. (1989), 'Current Issues in Information Management', Int. ]. of Info.
Mgt, Vol. 9, No. 2 (June), pp. 85-9.
Silk, D. J. (1990), 'Current Issues in Information Management -Update', Int. ].
of Info. MgU Vol. 10, no 3 (Sep.), pp. 178-81.
Zorkoczy, P. (1990), Information Technology - An Introduction, 3rd Ed, Pitman.
ISBN 0-273-03238-0 (paperback).
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The information
management partnership

Introduction
The first of our six guidelines is 'Establish an information management
partnership'. In a sense this is the foundation: it provides the management
framework within which you can apply all the other principles. Failure here is
going to make it very difficult to achieve effective information systems. Success
here can at least ensure that information systems are considered carefully,
decisions are made consciously rather than by default, and the decisions made
are given whole-hearted support.
The key players in the information management (IM) partnership are:
• Top managers.
• Middle managers, and other users of IT/IS.
• IT professionals.
Together they form what has sometimes been called the triangle of conflict, or
the ITernal triangle. In Figure 2.1 it is called the IM triangle, and will be used as
an agenda or model for the discussion in the rest of this chapter.
First, we'll consider the characteristics and appropriate role for each of these
key players, and the changes in behaviour which you, as a senior manager,
would like to encourage. Then we shall consider the organizational measures
which you might take to help them develop, and work more effectively
together. Finally, you should take stock of the situation in your own enterprise,
and note the relevant points for your action plan. Figure 2.5 will help you with
this.

The information management partnership
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The top manager
Top managers are responsible for the direction and control of the whole
organization, or of a significant part of it. They formulate strategy and policy
for the business, and direct its implementation. Their planning usually has a
time-horizon of years, except when (as quite often happens) they are engaged
in shorter-term reactions or 'firefighting'.
Senior managers are distinguished by the nature of the management
thinking they perform, and the time-horizon of planning for which they take
responsibility. Age doesn't matter; it's the type of work and the level of
responsibility and influence which single out the top manager.
Although top managers, by definition, are competent and successful people,
they are often the major problem in the IM triangle. There are several possible
reasons for this:
(a) They may have had little to do with IT/IS during their careers. There was
probably not much of it about when they were at the earlier stages,
progressing first as functional managers and then as general managers.
Like most of us, they do not like admitting their ignorance by dabbling in
things they don't understand.
(b) They may be reluctant to try to learn more about IT/IS and its use. They
don't want to show their lack of manual skill and confidence in front of
their PA (who is far faster on the machinery than they could, or ever
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should, be). They fear the time it will take from their busy schedules if they
start to learn and to dabble.
(c) However, they are assiduous readers of the quality and business press, and
cannot fail to notice the accounts of the strategic impact of IT/IS on many
areas of business today. Finance, banking, operations planning, project
management, marketing, personnel management, inter-company transactions, and the customer interface have all been radically changed by the
creative use of IT/IS. They are uneasy about this, and suspect they should
be giving the subject greater and more careful thought.
(d) They may be locked into the view that 'computers' (which they mistakenly
take to be the entire scope of IT/IS) are all to do with operational efficiency,
and should therefore be handled by the IT professionals, in conjunction
with the operational levels of management.
(e) Alternatively they may seize upon some idea they have seen in the press, or
a demonstration they have attended, and decide that this is going to be
right for their organization. This can be called showing vision and
initiative, but if the idea is ill-conceived, then it can be a disaster both for
the organization and for lower levels of management.
You may recognize some of these symptoms in the top managers in your
organization. You may even be one yourself, and the cap fits uncomfortably
well. In either case, let's consider the type of behaviour which we need to
cultivate and encourage in top managers. The key points might be as follows.
As a top manager, you should take an intelligent interest in what the
journals and the quality press tell us about:
1 Advances in IT/IS. New technology and systems can offer important
opportunities for businesses.
2 Applications of IT/IS in the same or similar sectors of industry. In this fastmoving field companies cannot afford to drop behind the industry norm,
and in some cases can gain a competitive edge by being at the forefront of
the application of technology to support the business.
Make sure your organization takes some of the quality journals about
information management. Include yourself on the distribution, and make a
point of discussing relevant items or issues with your colleagues (including IT
professionals). Suitable journals are MIS Quarterly, Journal of IT, International
Journal of Information Management, Journal of Strategic IT, European Journal
Information Systems, and (at the detailed level of office systems) What to Buy for
Business. Business Automation is a useful monthly of abstracts about applications of IT/IS.
Make information management an integral part of your business thinking.
Get used to the idea of Information' as a resource for your business, and IT/IS
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as a method of handling that resource more effectively. Get into the habit of
considering investment in information systems alongside investments in other
areas of business activity.
Take a general interest in the use of IT/IS within the organization. Often the
use of systems has spread from the bottom up, with computers being used first
for operational-level systems such as stock-control, personnel management
and accounting packages. Remember that your interest and encouragement is
important for the success of new systems, even if you will not be routinely
using them yourself.
Where electronic networks are being used as part of office automation, find
out what facilities and services are offered, and, if appropriate, arrange to have
a terminal in at least the outer office. Where electronic mail (E-mail) is
changing the way day-to-day communication and report-writing are done,
consider whether you should be on the system, and get at least a basic skill in
using it.
The middle manager/user
The organization does not comprise just top managers and IT professionals.
The majority of people - thank goodness! - are concerned with the day-to-day
operations of the business, and the medium-term management of those
operations. They will all use information to do their work and measure their
results. This applies whichever primary sector of the economy the business
operates in:
(a) Agriculture and energy. Here most people are dealing with tangible, or at
least measurable, products. Sheep, wheat, gas and electricity output can
all be measured. A distribution system is used to deliver the product to the
eventual consumer. In the UK in 1989 this sector accounted for only 3.4
per cent of the employed workforce, a figure that had fallen from 4.8 per
cent in 1979.
(b) Manufacturing and construction. Here again the product is tangible and
measurable. Motor cars, hi-fi equipment, buildings and pharmaceutical
products are examples. In 1989 27.7 per cent of the UK employed
workforce was in this sector, a figure which had fallen from 36.6 per cent
in 1979.
(c) Services. This sector is expanding rapidly: from 58.6 per cent to 68.9 per
cent of the UK employed workforce between 1979 and 1989. This
proportion is now typical for advanced economies. It includes such
activities as transportation, hairdressing, financial services, wholesale
distribution and retail operations. Within this sector, finance is the biggest,
and fastest-growing component. All these statistics are taken from official
sources (HMSO, 1991).
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In all these activities 'information' has a role to play. It is closely bound up with
the monitoring and control of other resources which are available to the
enterprise: people, money, buildings and plant, energy, and time. From the
individual to the corporate level in the organization, we all manage some of
these resources, using information to do so.
However, in some types of activity 'information' is relatively more
important. For example, the agricultural worker may only need to be told to
plough a field to a depth of 30 cm before going off on his tractor to do his day's
work. The mechanic on the car production line may need to be told how and
where to fit just the one or two components for which he is responsible, and he
is ready for another day's pretty boring work. In the service sector information
tends to be relatively more important.
For example, in a hospital the clinical work is based upon medical knowledge
and information, held partly by the clinicians (doctors) themselves but also
available in other forms delivered by IT/IS. Expert systems can assist in the
diagnosis of particular types of symptom, such as acute abdominal pain, where
decisions must be made quickly by busy staff and the implications of error are
very serious. The hospital also depends on administrative information systems,
to use the beds effectively, to make sure staff with appropriate skills are
correctly timetabled, to maximize the use of operating-theatres' and surgeons'
time, and to make sure that food, laundry, consumable items and medicines
are all in the right place at the right time.
To take another example, in the dealing room of a City finance house
information is vital to minute-to-minute dealing operations. Information
comes over computer and telecommunication systems from external sources,
about the money markets, industrial and economic trends, changing consumer requirements, political events and so on. The detailed operations of this
enterprise depend upon information to permit good-quality decisions and then
rapid implementation of those decisions.
On a smaller scale, an individual consultant (on management, law, engineering or any other discipline) is the hub of an information system which uses a
wide range of types of information. Some of it is formal (facts about statute law,
for example); some of it is informal (knowledge about the style and prejudices
of people with whom one must deal, for example). Some is external and some is
internal. The consultant uses his distinctive skill to process this information, to
add value and produce a report which the client is prepared to pay for. The
value of the physical document is usually trivial; it is the information content
which has the significant value.
In all these cases information is important. The middle managers of the
enterprise need to be conscious of this, think how things could be improved,
and seek appropriate IT/IS to help their business activities. It may help if they
are already users of IT/IS; if they aren't, then there are the additional barriers
of unfamiliarity and lack of awareness of what IT/IS can offer. First, though,
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they need to consider carefully where 'information' is important in what their
business does. Porter and Millar (1985) have offered the idea of information
intensity to help in this. Figure 2.2 shows their approach.
Information intensity matrix
Oil
refining

INFORMATION
INTENSITY
OF THE
VALUE CHAIN
(PROCESS)

Hlflh

Banking
Newspapers
Airlines

s
L o w

Cement

Low x ax,s High
INFORMATION INTENSITY
OF THE PRODUCT

Figure 2.2

Information intensity. (Derived from Porter and Millar, 1985)

Ask yourself where 'information' is an important ingredient for your
enterprise:
1
2

In the product you sell, whether this is a tangible good or a service (X-axis:
low or high).
In the process by which you make, offer, or deliver the product (Y-axis: low
or high).

The answers can give a clue as to where IT/IS might be able to add value, by
improving the way information is processed and used. To illustrate this in
practice, let's look more closely at three of the examples shown in Figure 2.2
and see how they relate to what has happened in the real world of business.
Use of IT/IS in cement industry
Cement, shown in the Low-Low corner of Figure 2.2, might be considered
boring, with little opportunity to add value to either the product or the process
by means of IT/IS. However, there are at least two reasons why this is not
wholly true:
(a) The product (cement) is usually a commodity - something which is widely
available, and of which there are several competing producers. Of the three

