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Information Architecture
MeGT Partnership

Executive Summary

At the beginning of the year 2000, the Indiana CIO and the General Manager of accessIndiana had a problem.  The e-Government environment and agency expectations were changing, resulting in staff confusion regarding roles and responsibilities, and worse, customers were getting caught in the middle.

In 1995, when the state of Indiana first forged its partnership with Indiana Interactive, Inc. to create the Web portal accessIndiana, the roles were clearly defined. accessIndiana had responsibility for Internet service delivery including application development, hosting, security and content management.  The Division of Information Technology (DoIT), the state’s internal information technology service provider, had responsibility for Intranet service delivery.  In the early years, these delineations of responsibility were clear to both staff and customer.  Most Internet content was static “brochureware” and early transactional services drew upon existing databases for interactive content.  However, as agencies became increasingly aware of the benefits of providing transactional services online, many of them found themselves without the backend systems and databases to support transactional delivery.  As agencies approached accessIndiana staff for solutions, they found that backend development was beyond accessIndiana’s scope of responsibility and were referred to DoIT.  DoIT was more than happy to do the backend development, but would have to charge for the development of Web interfaces, a service that was provided free by accessIndiana.  Agencies needed, and wanted, “soup to nuts” solutions yet their internal providers were not stepping up to the plate to provide such. So the agencies began to turn to external providers for development and hosting services.  This resulted in a loss of control over the presentation layer, necessary to preserve the “one stop shop” feel of the portal, and caused significantly greater cost than could have been realized by doing the work “in house.”

In response to this changing environment, the staffs of the two organizations were tasked to form a partnership thus creating a structure and framework to provide a clear, consistent voice to state agencies interested in implementing Web-based technologies.  This framework was to include a business/financial model, redefined roles and responsibilities, and a clearly defined technical architecture.  The resulting partnership named MeGT (the Millennium eGovernment Team) produced a business plan to deliver seamless service to Indiana state agencies and an architecture that identifies key common elements for all applications such as security and “user-centric” common look and feel parameters. These parameters are applicable to DoIT, accessIndiana and all alternatively sourced initiatives. 

a) Description of project, including length of time in operation.
The MeGT (the Millennium eGovernment Team) partnership is a result of the collaborative efforts of leadership representatives from the state’s Division of Information Technology (DoIT) and accessIndiana, the state’s Web portal. The initial intent of the representatives, when they came together in October 2000, was to provide a structure and framework allowing the two organizations to jointly provide a clear, consistent voice to state agencies interested in implementing Web-based technologies. The MeGT partnership was born.

Key objectives of the MeGT partnership included:

1: Define and identify organizational involvement by function.

2: Determine a process to route business opportunities between DoIT and accessIndiana without tasking the state agency.

3: Develop architectural and hosting standards to be used by and shared with DoIT, accessIndiana, state agencies and third party developers. 

4: Reinforce the concept of “a single gateway for customers and citizens” when developing eGovernment applications.

5: Involve ITOC to gain “buy-in” from both an awareness perspective as well as a policy perspective.

Briefly, the outcome of these endeavors was:

1: A set of standards, both technical and graphical (common look and feel), that must be used by all organizations developing for the Internet or the intranet presentation layer – accessIndiana, DoIT, and third party vendors.

2: A restatement of roles and responsibilities.  While DoIT continued to have responsibility for backend and intranet development and accessIndiana continued to have responsibility for Internet development (presentation layer), the team discovered that they were both using Java and J2EE standards for development.  This alignment of architecture allowed the two entities to work together to provide the “best deal” for state agencies.  For instance, if a system required both backend and presentation layer development, DoIT could develop the backend (for a fee) while allowing accessIndiana to develop the presentation layer (for free).  Project management would be handled by the organization with the largest amount of the project.  Again, by way of example, if the “backend” was a simple database and the majority of development was the e-transactional application, accessIndiana would project manage.  If the majority of the project was a backend operational system with a simple presentation layer to access information and deliver it via the portal, DoIT would project manage.  Either way, the two organizations would make that determination and present one proposal to the agency.

3: Development of an extranet (secured network segment) at both organizations.  Extranet hosting is a chargeable service from either organization.  Both organizations make the same charge for hosting, so the choice of responsible organization is made strictly on the best fit for the agency based on the service offering.  For instance, if an agency wishes to import an existing internet system from another state that does not meet Indiana’s J2EE standards, the agency would pay accessIndiana to host the non-standard system on their extranet.  However, if an agency wishes to offer web interface to an existing email system, hosting would happen on DoIT’s extranet.

4: A policy adopted by the Information Technology Oversight Commission requiring the presentation layer to be developed using “common look and feel” graphics and to be hosted at accessIndiana, even if it is developed by a third party.  In this way, the State can maintain a consistent graphical interface to all citizens across all web pages.  It also provides more consistent search results.

5: A policy adopted by the Information Technology Oversight Commission requiring that any externally developed application that would charge an access (or convenience) fee, must return a portion of that fee to the portal.  This policy was necessary to preserve the business model that the state of Indiana has adopted with NIC and to recognize the value of the portal to our citizens.

The full technical and business architecture is outlined in a “white paper” that is shared with agencies and external developers.

The recommendations in the MeGT “white paper” place a high value on the concept of users interacting with their state government as a single entity – not as a series of independent agencies and support processes.  In fact, the current environment provides a solid opportunity to build several key integration components and umbrella support processes that will enhance users’ interactions with state government for years to come.  Common look and feel Web pages, same sign-on process and centralized level one help desk services all contribute to a positive user experience and are immediate impact implementations.  To not do so would allow differing technical and support processes to proliferate throughout the agencies and would result in a heterogeneous Web environment that would be difficult to commonize in the future.

b) Significance to the improvement of the operation of government.

To understand the significance of the MeGT partnership it is important to review the business and technical environments of DoIT and accessIndiana prior to the partnership.  Differing approaches in business models, technology focus and strategic direction created an environment in which cooperation and consistency were difficult, if not impossible to achieve.   

DoIT operates under the authority of the state of Indiana. Its purpose is to serve as the state’s internal technology requirements. It is responsible for initiatives such as the state’s intranet, e-mail, data warehousing and phone system. accessIndiana (www.IN.gov), the official Web portal for the state of Indiana and managed by Indiana Interactive, Inc. (a wholly owned subsidiary of  National Information Consortium), provides Internet and other eGovernment technological solutions. 

DoIT and accessIndiana have differing agency fee structures based on their business models.  DoIT charges state agencies hourly rates to recoup expenses incurred for each project. accessIndiana provides its services for free based on its public-private model that has allowed the entire network to be built and maintained with the appropriation of virtually no tax dollars. The accessIndiana network is supported through the collection of convenience fees for Internet delivery of commercially valuable records and services such as Bureau of Motor Vehicle records, Secretary of State records and Department of Natural Resources permit applications. 

As a result of providing services for free, more and more state agencies brought intranet related work to accessIndiana, which became an issue for both organizations. A clear delineation of services was unclear to not only state agencies (customers for both DoIT and accessIndiana), but also to DoIT and accessIndiana. The conflict of interests between the groups, limited communications and somewhat negative dynamics, created a situation in which the state agencies were placed in the middle – trying to understand and determine who should be given the Web based work. Agencies would often go to DoIT for a proposal (DoIT did proposals for free) and would then shop that proposal to outside vendors and/or accessIndiana. In addition, agencies often chose a third party vendor rather than figure out which organization’s services to utilize – DoIT or accessIndiana.

To complicate matters further, many agencies could (and did) pursue technology initiatives that provided maximum benefit for their own interests without consideration for a larger statewide picture.  Silos of technology implementations were appearing with increasing frequency.  Some of the technology silos were department-specific and many were project specific.  That is, projects were being implemented without consideration for common standards, tools and processes.  

DoIT and accessIndiana leadership determined that the two teams needed to come together, learn more about one another and determine the “lines of play”, thereby making it easier for state agencies to accomplish their Web based needs efficiently and effectively. Monthly meetings were held by the two groups to educate one another about themselves. Given the size of both organizations and the past tension, the meetings often proved to be less than beneficial. Finally, it was determined that the two organizations needed to come to a resolution so that each organization could continue to function serving the state. Selected individuals from each organization were brought together to be “locked in a room and not come out until they were friends”. And thus MeGT was born -- the Millennium eGovernment Team, named by DoIT and accessIndiana participants. The group began meeting in October of 2000 for weekly two-hour intervals to discuss, explain and explore various situations, both positive and negative, that each team faced. After several meetings, DoIT and accessIndiana both agreed that it was in their best interests to form a partnership – meshing their respective strengths – positioning themselves as the internal provider of eGovernment solutions. It was also understood that even as a team not all requests made by state agencies could be handled internally by the MeGT partnership, so a strategy was developed to work with third party vendors and incorporated into the MeGT business plan.

The MeGT business plan strategically identifies specific areas that are important to create and maintain an effective Web environment for the state and emphasizes security and creation of a common “user-centric” experience when conducting business with the state.  This “user-centric” experience includes: common look and feel Web pages, same sign on capability and single point of contact help desk services. In addition, the “user centric experience” is crucial in providing users with the appearance of conducting business with their state government as a single entity - not as a collection of ninety plus individual departments and agencies.  And finally, the “user-centric” experience provides the foundation for rapid implementation of service-centric portals that cut across multiple agencies.
The MeGT business plan also allows significant flexibility to agencies developing their own initiatives or contracting with third party vendors. The MeGT team realized that 3rd party vendor solutions are necessary to rapidly deliver eGovernment services to citizens and businesses.  The team further recognized that 3rd party vendor solutions would come in different types and flavors. Therefore the challenge was to identify and articulate key standards to maintain appropriate security controls and the “user-centric” experience without unnecessarily interfering in the procurement and development of third party applications.

c) Benefits realized by service recipients, taxpayers, agency or state. 

There are several benefits of the defined architecture determined, practiced, and continually updated and refined by the MeGT partnership. One of the goals of the partnership is to be user centric – users can interact with state government as a single entity, not as a series of independent agencies and support processes. The business plan evolving out of the partnership between DoIT and accessIndiana allows both organizations to provide services tailored to intranet or Internet users, using a common technical foundation. The partnership also allows both organizations to seamlessly accommodate applications developed by DoIT, accessIndiana, state agencies or outside 3rd party vendors and maintain the support process – which party developed the application should not make a difference.  MeGT is currently in the process of developing Web standards for all outside vendors, which will be included in all RFPs (Request for Proposal) for Web development by the state.  The standards include essential elements for all applications to adhere including security, privacy and user-centric items.

The Web standards will also include preferred development technologies and platforms.  There are many opportunities and present demands faced by state government to cut costs and increase agency effectiveness by developing highly reusable, portable and scalable Web applications. These applications need to share access to agency data available on the state’s campus backbone.  Also, as state agencies turn to 3rd party vendors for development, the state can protect its investment by ensuring the vendors develop according to the state’s open architecture strategic direction as outlined in the MeGT business plan. These standards will help support an agency’s need to ensure the portability to host and run their applications on a variety of hardware and operating system platforms.  The standards also greatly increase and ensure the compatibility, reusability, and scalability of Web applications, improving application performance, maintenance and support issues.  The goal of these standards and architectures is to enhance an agency’s ability to shorten development time, ensure security and reliability, and extend application longevity.

 A second, and equally important, benefit of the MeGT partnership is the removal of confusion and overlap in the roles and responsibilities of DoIT and accessIndiana.  Both organizations can present a common message to agencies. Predefined roles and responsibilities within the MeGT partnership determine whom and how an agency’s Web-based needs will be met, thus not forcing the agency to determine with whom to contract.  In addition, pricing models were adjusted to ensure consistent hosting services and associated costs for both organizations while also eliminating any confusion and contention.   

Finally, the partnership is reaping benefits in previously non-contemplated areas. For example, collaborative efforts in disaster recovery, systems analysis and network design have been established.  Sharing of human resources has also occurred, expediting completion of important state agency projects.  Additional collaborative development efforts are being discussed for the future. 

d) Return on investment, short-term/long-term payback (include summary calculations). Projects must exhibit measurable operational benefit.

The MeGT partnership is ground breaking for the state of Indiana. With the gained efficiencies that have developed from this partnership, the state’s savings will be extraordinary. One example of the success coming out of the MeGT partnership is the Family and Social Services Agency’s (FSSA) Child Support application. This application will allow businesses to report funds directly withheld from an employee’s paycheck for child support payments.  A third-party vendor developed this child support application for FSSA. accessIndiana, ITOC (Information Technology Oversight Commission) and DoIT worked with FSSA and the 3rd party vendor to ensure the application was developed to comply with the state’s security and hosting standards and common look and feel initiative.  FSSA specified the technologies utilized to develop the application in order to achieve additional leveraging within its own environment and accommodate the preferences of the 3rd party vendor.  This flexible approach allowed the CIO’s office to control the elements that directly impact enterprise interests while allowing the agency control over elements that directly impact its interests. Each of the organizations have worked simultaneously and flawlessly because of the standards established by the MeGT partnership within the MeGT business plan. Had the partnership not been established, the communication between the organizations would have been minimal, most likely causing duplication of efforts, incompatible services and a less timely offering of the application to Indiana businesses.   

The cost investment in the partnership is the amount of time spent by representatives of DoIT and accessIndiana.  No additional funding was required.  Therefore the return on investment for the project is extremely high.  Although it is difficult to calculate the exact amount of dollars saved, it is reasonable to estimate the benefits of the MeGT partnership at 25% of the total project cost for most Web projects in the calendar year 2001. The estimated savings provide consideration for the business and technical environment before and after the MeGT partnership. The business plan identifies clear-cut channels of delineation for Web-based initiatives and greatly reduces false starts, rework and competition. Direct project expense is reduced and applications that provide benefit and/or cost savings to Indiana citizens, businesses and state government itself are delivered more timely.
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