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R
ecently, Jeanne W. Ross and Peter
Weill published an article with
the attention-grabbing title “Six
IT Decisions Your IT People
Shouldn’t Make.”1 In this Harvard

Business Review piece, Ross and Weill
argue that today’s chief executives must
personally exercise leadership in key
areas related to the management and so-
cialization of information technology.
Their suggestion is similar to that in the
recent television commercial that fea-
tures a frustrated CEO who, confronted
with a network outage, asks her team,
“Whose problem is this?” The answer to
the CEO is, of course, “It’s your problem.”
This ad, and the article by Ross and Weill,
suggest another possible passage in the
life of technology in the academy: an end
to the childhood in which technology is
dominantly the purview of technologists. 

Ross and Weill’s article is important
for many reasons. First, as senior scien-
tists at MIT’s Center for Information Sys-
tems Research, the authors bring the
credibility of their work with over one
thousand senior managers to bear on this
topic. Second, the publication of the arti-
cle comes at a time when the anticipated
blurring of the boundaries between busi-
ness and e-business and learning and e-
learning has become widely apparent.
And third, the appearance of this article
in Harvard Business Review heralds (or cre-
ates) a possible inflection point in CEOs’
thinking about the role of information
technology and IT leaders in the business
enterprise.

A review of the professional literature
on information technology reveals an im-
portant strand.  Since the time that the
first general-purpose computer was pow-

ered up in 1948, computer professionals,
visionaries, pundits, and science fiction
writers have promoted the time when in-
formation technology would be friendly,
pervasive, interconnected, and critical to
every sphere of human activity. The real-
ization of this dream meant, necessarily,
that information technology would no
longer be the exclusive—or even domi-
nant—domain of the technologists. Com-
puters were to become everyday objects.
It is no accident that the first household

robots have been created in the form of
the family dog.

In business, in government, and in ac-
ademia, information technology has
been an instrument of change, and tech-
nologists have become the agents provoca-
teurs of their organizations, agencies, and
institutions. As such, technologists have
been lauded when institutional transfor-
mations occur (almost never) or vilified
when they fail to occur (frequently). Like
Imperial Romans, higher education’s
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business owners—the deans, department
chairs, provosts, senate leaders, and pres-
idents—have enjoyed ringside seats to
watch as technologists battle in the epic
struggle between change and constancy.
Some technologists, bestowed with
robust survival instincts, have found
allies among other “expendables”: busi-
ness officers, registrars, and others who
are charged with making change (but who
are relatively powerless to effect it). Oth-
ers have become relentlessly tactical,
defining success as implementing mod-
est changes on time and on budget. Of
course, still other technologists have
taken refuge in the complex and the
obscure, retreating to areas of technical
arcana that allow them to substitute
intellectual smugness for institutional
relevance. 

And now Ross and Weill tell us,
“CEOs, COOs, CFOs . . . haven’t realized
much business value from the high
priced technology that they have in-
stalled.” Variations on this theme are
sounded nearly daily among higher edu-
cation’s presidents, business officers, and
academic leadership. As budgets tighten,
the theme will assume greater moment.
This observation suggests a number of
explanations: (1) IT executives (seduced
by evil and mercenary IT vendors) collec-
tively seduced their innocent leaders
with unrealistic tales of IT-enabled
change; (2) IT-enabled changes have oc-
curred but are somehow not good
enough or not big enough to please; or (3)
institutional change is really a general
management responsibility that has been
largely abdicated by leaders in industry,
government, and higher education alike.

Ross and Weill suggest that many no-
table IT “snafus” result from top manage-
ment’s failure to realize “that adopting
the systems posed a business—not just a
technological—challenge.” Further, lead-
ers “failed to take responsibility for the
organizational and business process
changes that the systems required.” The
authors document numerous cases in
which the existence or nonexistence of
engaged non-IT leaders made the critical
difference in the success or failure of an
IT project.

Can we rejoice in these findings? Any
IT executive in higher education has long
understood the criticality of an active and

engaged leadership in the success of an
enterprise-wide technology initiative.
Thus, signaling the community of senior
executives through Harvard Business Re-
view is a breakthrough and may in fact
suggest an end to IT’s childhood and a
new maturity in IT’s management. On
the other hand, Ross and Weill’s article
leaves important issues unaddressed. For
example, can “business owners” and IT
executives craft new governance models
that will work? Can higher education’s
leaders be expected to stake their careers
on risky IT-dependent change initiatives?
Can IT leaders detail and communicate
the real expected value of IT investments
in terms that have meaning within the
academy? In essence, can institutional
“business owners” and IT leaders forge a
genuine partnership that includes shared
risk, shared goals, and shared accounta-
bility for successes and failures? Can this
be done with the loosely coupled realities
of shared governance?

Ross and Weill have done a great ser-
vice by clearly revealing the “elephant in
the room.” Now a new dialogue among
higher education’s academic leaders,
business leaders, and technologists can
commence. The challenge is enormous,
and no one is innocent. Indeed, institu-
tional leaders and trustees must acknowl-
edge that information technology has en-
abled huge positive changes. We simply
do not live or learn the way we used to.
And in the main, this is better. IT leaders,
for their part, must acknowledge that not
every new shiny thing that catches their
attention can become part of the institu-
tional legacy and that making the “busi-
ness case” means doing more than simply
uttering strings of acronyms or warning
about competitors’ advances. 

IT’s childhood is ending. With it must
end a host of roles, behaviors, and expec-
tations that work in childhood but that
may not work so well in adolescence (no,
we’re probably not yet ready for the jump
to adulthood).

This could get interesting. 

Note
1. Jeanne W. Ross and Peter Weill, “Six IT Decisions

Your IT People Shouldn’t Make,” Harvard Business
Review, November 2002, 85–91.
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