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IT MANAGEMENT
JUDGING IT DEPARTMENT 
PERFORMANCE

John P. Murray

Based on a lengthy career as an IT project manager and consultant, the author has come to 
recognize the importance of processes that provide an objective assessment of IT’s actual per-
formance. He also experienced that in too many organizations, opinions instead of assess-
ments hold sway. This article explains how to overcome these uninformed biases, objectively 
judge IT, and use this assessment as part of a continuous improvement process.

HE TOPIC OF THE PERFORMANCE OF 
the IT (Information Technology) depart-
ment is one that can create considerable 
interest and discussion within the orga-

nization. Based upon a lengthy career as an IT 
project manager and consultant, the author has 
come to recognize the importance of the devel-
opment of processes that will provide an objec-
tive assessment of the actual performance of 
the IT section. Beyond making that determina-
tion, a requirement exists to develop processes 
that will provide approaches to continually im-
prove the levels of IT performance.

Virtually everyone in an organization has an 
opinion about the performance of the IT de-
partment, particularly as that performance re-
lates to the delivery of IT products and 
services. Many of those opinions tend to be 
subjective and are often based on an emotional 
response to the work of IT rather than on an 
objective set of facts. Unfortunately, when it 
comes to making judgments about IT perfor-
mance, many of those judgments are more neg-
ative than positive.

Several factors work to encourage negative 
responses to the topic of IT service levels. 
Those factors include the high levels of visibil-
ity for the IT department, the broad coverage 
of IT work found in the organization, and, the 
complexity of the work carried out within the 
department. In addition, the expense associated 
with the work is often seen as a negative factor.
Further, there are the demands associated with 

attempting to maintain reasonable levels of tech-
nical competency within the IT department. The 
desirability of the application of technology–
based approaches to business needs has both a 
positive and negative effect on the way IT is 
viewed. While it is true that sound IT approaches 
can greatly benefit the business, too often when 
it comes to the service–level expectations of the 
internal IT customers for IT services, those ex-
pectations are unrealistic.

Another issue is the tendency of people 
within the enterprise to make judgments about 
the work of their IT department based on as-
sumptions or hearsay about what is being done 
in other organizations. Too often, those as-
sumptions and rumors are taken for fact rather 
than being objectively investigated. It may, in-
deed, be the case that a competitor is doing a 
better job of delivering IT services within its or-
ganization. Demonstrating that a competitor 
does a better job with its IT resources and ex-
plaining the ramifications of that circumstance 
should represent a valid business concern, 
something that needs to be closely examined 
with an eye toward making improvements that 
will bring the IT function to a higher level of 
performance.

THE REQUIREMENT FOR OBJECTIVITY
Making comparisons between IT functions in 
the same industry should be viewed as a legiti-
mate issue. IT is a key business driver within 
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any organization and there should be a con-
cern, relative to the rest of the industry, as to 
how the department is functioning. In making 
comparisons of that sort, however, a caveat 
should be acknowledged, in that the result of 
such a comparison is going to be meaningless 
without an understanding of the background 
of the IT installations being compared.

The author’s experience has shown that 
where an organization enjoys an IT function 
that is clearly superior to others within the 
same industry, that level of performance is nev-
er the result of happenstance. Superior IT per-
formance is the result of a number of factors — 
some obvious and some subtle. Those factors 
include firm, enterprisewide commitment to 
the building and maintaining of a strong IT 
function. Subsets of such a commitment would 
include:

❚❚ An interest within the senior management 
group that recognizes the business potential 
of a strong IT effort.

❚❚ The development of a climate in which the 
various business units within the organiza-
tion understand both the potential and the 
limitations of IT and are willing to engage in 
a partnership with IT to allocate limited orga-
nizational resources to those ventures that 
will best serve the entire enterprise.

❚❚ A level of IT funding that is adequate to sup-
port the approved business and technical 
demands being placed upon IT. With regard 
to this item, it should be recognized that 
much of the onus associated with making 
senior management aware of the require-
ment for adequate funding rests with the 
managers of the IT department.

❚❚ The development of an IT culture that main-
tains a strong service level orientation 
toward all its customers, both internal or 
external. Having been exposed to a number 
of IT organizations, the experience of the 
author has been that those installations that 
make a strong commitment to customer ser-
vice tend to be viewed as providing the best 
overall service.

❚❚ An acknowledgment of the requirement on 
the part of IT management to maintain a 
technology balance that provides for the 
assessment and use of new technologies that 
will support the changing business needs of 
the enterprise, without moving to a position 
that chases every evolving IT panacea.

❚❚ A willingness to recognize the requirement 
to conduct periodic assessments of the per-
formance of the work of the IT department 

and to address any negative issues that may 
arise from such assessments in a candid man-
ner. Those assessments must also include an 
analysis of the position of the IT department 
relative to the competitors of the business 
and to the IT industry in general.

❚❚ The development of an IT/ business plan that 
focuses on the alignment of the work within 
the IT department with the business goals of 
the organization.

Being in the enviable position of enjoying a 
strong IT department is something that has to 
be built over time. That being the case, the rea-
son why a particular organization enjoys a su-
perior IT installation is going to be found to be 
the result of a heavy commitment on the part 
of the management of the department and of 
the organization’s senior management to devel-
op that strong IT function. Unless strong IT 
performance is seen within the organization by 
those who have the power to make that hap-
pen as an organizational goal, and as a result are 
willing to make the commitment required to 
make that happen, it will not occur.

Assuming that a goal has been established 
to build and maintain a strong IT department, 
two considerations need to be put in place to 
achieve that goal. A method must exist that can 
be used to provide an objective analysis of the 
level of IT performance at any given time. In ad-
dition, there must also be a process in place 
that provides an analysis of whether or not that 
performance level is increasing.

THE BENEFIT TO IT IN PERFORMANCE 
ASSESSMENTS
The importance of the topic of consistently im-
proving both the array of IT services and the 
quality of those services should be seen as one 
of the salient IT goals. One way to attain that 
goal is through the use of a process that pro-
vides a careful and objective periodic review of 
the work of the department. Absent such a pro-
cess, no one will be able to determine, with 
any degree of accuracy, how well the IT depart-
ment is fulfilling its mandate.

The stature of the IT department and, as a 
result, the ability of the department to develop 
and grow, are tied to the perception of those 
who use the services of IT (virtually every enti-
ty within the organization and many outside 
the organization). When emotion and politics 
color the work of the department, time and ef-
fort that should be devoted to making improved 
use of the technology are dissipated on unpro-
ductive squabbles. Where an IT department can 
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demonstrate, through the use of facts, that it is 
delivering quality services and that it is com-
mitted to continuing to do so, many of the an-
cillary political issues are going to be 
overcome.

In considering the topic of the use of 
“facts,” it should be recognized that what may 
be seen as a “fact” in one area may not carry the 
same value in another area. Therefore, it will be 
important for IT management to gain accep-
tance from all areas involved — senior manage-
ment, the business units, and, where 
appropriate, external customers — that the 
facts being used to make the performance judg-
ments are agreed upon.

There is much to be gained in moving the 
making of judgments about the performance of 
the IT department from emotion to fact. In 
pushing to make that change, the managers of 
the IT department must recognize that as the 
facts emerge they may not embellish the image 
of the department. If, indeed, IT performance 
levels are not high, increased pressure is going 
to be put on IT to make the needed improve-
ments. Although it can present a painful cir-
cumstance, facing up to reality is the first step 
in making the required progress.

Acknowledging that the department (and 
by extension, the organization) would benefit 
from an objective performance review will 
present a challenge for IT. Further, recognizing 
that an additional process will be needed to 
monitor progress against whatever improve-
ment plan is developed and to take the steps 
necessary for continuous improvement will 
add an additional aspect to the task of manag-
ing the IT effort. Despite such concerns, the 
management of the IT department should rec-
ognize the value inherent in installing and 
maintaining a performance assessment pro-
cess.

Some of the benefits to be realized from the 
use of the performance assessment process in-
clude:

❚❚ Where the work of the IT department is 
good, being able to illustrate the value of that 
work in a factual manner will strengthen the 
perception of the work of the department at 
the senior management level of the organiza-
tion.

❚❚ Using an assessment process will enable the 
department to adequately address the “com-
pared to what?” questions, i.e., how does our 
IT function compare with the performance 
of other organizations in our industry, in rel-
evant industries or the IT industry in general?

❚❚ One of the results of each assessment session 
should be the development of a set of goals 
to be attained in order to improve the deliv-
ery of the IT services. Setting those goals and 
coming back at a later date to ascertain 
whether or not they have been achieved and 
to what extent provide a catalyst to continu-
ally raise the level of IT performance.

❚❚ Being in a position to objectively judge, mon-
itor, and improve IT performance, coupled 
with a strong commitment to improving the 
quality of the IT products, can be a powerful 
tool in the process of attracting and retaining 
high level IT employees.

DEVELOPING THE PERFORMANCE 
MONITORING PROCESS
In thinking about how the goal of continuing 
IT performance improvement is going to be 
achieved, three issues must be acknowledged:

1. There must be a process in place that pro-
vides an accurate assessment of the current 
level of IT service as that service is deliv-
ered within the organization and to the 
external customers of the organization. 
That assessment must be constructed on 
two levels. One level will be to assess per-
formance within the organization itself and 
within the organization’s industry in gen-
eral. The second level will be to make deter-
m ina t ions  o f  the  s t a tus  o f  the  IT  
department with regard to the IT industry 
in general.

2. A plan must be developed that outlines the 
perceived strengths and weaknesses within 
the  IT  depar tment  and  iden t ifies  
approaches to be used to build on the 
strengths and overcome the weaknesses.

3. A formal procedure is required that can be 
used to monitor progress against the plan in 
order to judge whether or not the desired 
progress is being made.

CONSIDERING THE ISSUE  
OF IT FUNDING LEVELS
A process must be developed within the enter-
prise that sets the level of IT funding. That 
spending level should be the result of several 
considerations:

❚❚ Decisions must be made about the role of the 
IT function within the organization. Those 
decisions must be based upon several crite-
ria, including:
– The first must be the consideration of the 

current status of the IT function with 
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regard to its ability to provide basic levels 
of service to the business units. Those 
items that constitute “basic” service levels 
within the particular organization must be 
identified. That list will vary from organiza-
tion to organization. As an example, items 
such as production processing, customer 
service IT security and the protection of 
the organization’s data would be univer-
sally viewed as basic IT functions. Beyond 
those concerns, in some organizations, 
items such as the development of sophisti-
cated database processing or a strong 
Internet presence might also be consid-
ered basic IT functions.

– When decisions have been made regarding 
the identification of the basic IT services, 
the obvious follow-on question has to do 
with whether or not those service levels 
are currently adequate and, if not, to what 
level they should be improved.

❚❚ The issue of the mission of the IT department 
as it relates to the business mission of the 
enterprise must be addressed. The first ques-
tion here concerns the way in which the IT 
department can make the most significant 
contribution to the business of the enter-
prise. Questions, such as how do we want to 
use the technology?, what technology 
should be used?, and how do we develop the 
IT staff to meet our expanding business 
needs? should be raised and answered.

❚❚ The question regarding how much expense 
the organization can provide to fund the IT 
effort must be answered. What is likely to 
occur is that a gap, perhaps a large gap, is 
going to open between what is desired and 
what can be afforded. At this point, having 
identified the needs and desires of the orga-
nization relative to the ability of IT to 
respond to those needs and desires, the next 
step is to develop a set of business-develop-
ment priorities. The idea here is to ensure 
that whatever spending level is finally settled 
on, those dollars are going to support the 
most pressing needs of the business.

Within the context of the adequacy of the 
levels of IT service to particular departments, 
perhaps a more appropriate question rather 
than “how much?” would be to ask “how 
good?” Defending itself against an argument 
that “not enough is being done for our depart-
ment” should not be seen as an IT issue. The 
level of IT resources provided to a particular 
department should be made at the senior man-
agement level, not by individual departments 

or by the IT department. Allocation of IT re-
sources should, to the fullest extent possible, 
be based on business needs, not on the desires 
of individual departments.

It may be the case that the negative con-
cerns about the performance of the IT depart-
ment are completely valid. It may also be the 
case that those concerns are far from accurate. 
Obviously, it is in the best interest of the IT de-
partment to attempt to have judgments about 
its performance, whether good or bad, made in 
the fairest possible manner. Where a good job 
is being done, that fact should be recognized; 
where performance is less than satisfactory, 
that fact should also be recognized. In either 
case, performance judgments should be used 
as a basis for making continuing performance 
improvements. To be effective, those judg-
ments must be based on an objective analysis 
of the work of the IT department, not on emo-
tion.

DEVELOPING A FRAMEWORK FOR 
ASSESSING AND MANAGING THE 
REVIEW OF IT PROJECT PERFORMANCE
The place to begin the process of evaluating IT 
performance is through the establishment of a 
set of performance criteria. It is important to 
recognize that two sets of criteria should be 
used in making the performance judgments. 
One set should focus on what is occurring 
within the industry and the other should be 
based on those issues deemed important with-
in the particular organization.

In thinking about the development of the 
internal performance criteria, it will be impor-
tant to take the time to carefully identify those 
items that really are the most important to the 
organization. The process of identifying those 
items should be based on input from all areas 
within the organization that use the IT servic-
es. One method that can be used to develop 
that data is the use of an IT survey that is dis-
tributed to all internal IT customers.

If a survey is used, consideration should be 
given to obtaining assistance from an outside 
organization that has experience in the devel-
opment of such documents. Because the sur-
vey is intended to identify a number of critical 
IT performance issues, it is important that the 
document be as well done and as comprehen-
sive as possible. Although it may appear that 
the development of the survey would be an 
easy task, skill is required to get it right. The se-
lection of the questions within the survey and 
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the way those questions are asked can have a 
strong influence on the way they are answered.

When the survey is developed in-house, a 
high probability exists that many of the ques-
tions will be posed so as to produce a set of de-
sired answers, rather than answers that best 
address the issues involved. Given that this may 
be the only opportunity to identify the perfor-
mance criteria upon which judgments are go-
ing to be made about the work of IT, taking the 
steps to get things right should be seen as suffi-
ciently important to obtain professional assis-
tance.

Using the two sets of criteria (internal and 
industrywide) provides the ability to make ob-
servations about the performance of the IT de-
partment from both an internal perspective 
and from the broader perspective of what is oc-
curring in the IT industry in general. It is im-
portant to take a broad view of the issue of IT 
performance. Understanding not only how 
well the department is serving the enterprise, 
but also how well it is positioned to deal with 
advances both within the particular industry 
and within the larger area of IT technology in 
general, provides the needed balance to make 
sound performance judgments.

Where the issue of performance is only 
considered internally, it will not be possible to 
make judgments about how the IT department 
is doing relative to the changing world of tech-
nology. As an example, it may be that the de-
partment is doing a good job of providing 
strong IT services for the enterprise but, be-
cause it has an insular orientation, there is a fail-
ure to remain current with the changing 
technology. The danger in that circumstance is 
that the IT department is likely to be falling be-
hind the technology curve and no one will be 
sufficiently aware of that situation to mount an 
effort to take the action required to correct the 
problem.

Over time, such a circumstance is going to 
present a costly problem for the organization. 
One of those problems is going to be associat-
ed with the considerable expense associated 
with moving to a more advanced technology 
position. Another problem involves the difficul-
ty inherent in making the transition. Being 
forced to mount a massive project to move to a 
current technology position will produce con-
siderable stress on the entire organization. The 
best approach with regard to the topic of 
where the organization should be relative to 
the current technology is to make a commit-
ment not to fall too far behind the curve.

As an example, although there have been a 
number of problems and some failures with the 
introduction and use of E-business processing, 
those organizations that recognized the value 
of the technology early on and made a con-
trolled effort to master the technology have 
reaped considerable gains from the effort. Con-
versely, organizations that did not recognize 
the potential of E-business, or simply ignored 
that potential, rather quickly found themselves 
in a position of attempting to catch up with 
their competitors. Clearly, a need exists in de-
termining the performance of the IT depart-
ment to make an awareness of what is 
occurring in the industry an important factor 
in that process.

As is the case with any IT initiative, the 
movement to the process of judging the perfor-
mance of IT is going to require a commitment 
on the part of IT management and the senior 
management group. Four major components of 
that commitment are required if the perfor-
mance judgments are to be effective to include:

1. One issue has to do with the allocation of 
adequate resources (time and money) to 
develop and install the performance assess-
ment processes.

2. As the process is used and information 
about the performance levels  of  IT 
becomes known, there are certain to be 
areas where the need for improvements, 
perhaps major improvements, are going to 
be uncovered. As that process unfolds, it 
will be important to work to avoid finger-
pointing; the goal should be to develop a 
candid performance assessment and work 
to make the needed corrections, not to 
place blame.

3. Once the assessment has been completed, 
a plan must be developed and presented to 
senior management to correct the prob-
lems that have been identified. Following 
through on that plan could take a consider-
able amount of time and require a high level 
of funding, but failing to act will only 
ensure that whatever is wrong will only get 
worse.

4. When the plan has been initiated, a need 
will exist to monitor progress against the 
plan on a periodic basis. That monitoring 
process must be carried out in a candid 
manner. Where progress has not been as 
anticipated, approaches must be developed 
to overcome those situations.
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CONCLUSION
Developing an environment in which the per-
formance of the IT department can be continu-
ally judged on the basis of fact should be seen 
as an important issue in every organization. 
One aspect of that judgment process must be 
to make certain not only that the IT perfor-
mance levels are satisfactory, but that the work 
focuses on both the immediate and future 
needs of the enterprise.

IT performance must not be seen as solely 
an issue to be addressed within the IT depart-
ment. All areas of the enterprise must recog-

nize the importance of an IT effort that 
performs at a consistently high level. Those de-
partments should understand that they have a 
vested interest in maintaining a strong IT func-
tion and, as a result, should be willing to active-
ly support the growth of the IT department.

Where a strong set of IT products and ser-
vices is being delivered, that performance 
should be recognized and rewarded. In those 
instances where performance is not deemed 
acceptable, the managers of the IT department 
must be willing to take the steps required to 
bring about the needed improvements. ▲
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