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The IT Investment Planning process, developed and implemented over the past fiscal year, has greatly facilitated maximization of benefit from limited funding resources.  The process utilizes legislation, procedures, personnel, and technology to collect and analyze project information to support the CIO in making decisions regarding the approval of large IT projects (greater than $200,000), and all projects utilizing IT Bond funds.  

The project information includes agency and contact information, project descriptions and relevance of the project to the states overall strategic plan, funding amounts and sources for the life of the project, metrics for measuring project success (revenue, savings, increased services, etc.), and milestones for measuring project progress.  The information allows analysts and decision-makers to assess the impact of individual project funding decisions on the total IT development of the state.

The Commonwealth of Massachusetts follows a self-imposed borrowing “cap” on all bonds, including the Information Technology Bond.  For IT expenditures, this cap is usually around $49 million each fiscal year.  When projects are selected for funding at the beginning of the fiscal year, other projects cannot be funded once this cap amount has been reached.  Once the planned spending for the fiscal year equals the cap, the only ways new projects can be funded are if an existing project falls behind to the point that some payments get “pushed” into the next fiscal year or the project scope decreases (with a corresponding cost decrease).  The IT Investment Planning process allows decisions to be made more rapidly for reallocating these funds for other projects. 

Overview

Oversight of large IT projects can be challenging as many projects span multiple fiscal years and sometimes are funded from multiple funding sources.  In 1996, the Massachusetts Legislature approved a $350 million Information Technology bond.  Subject to a yearly spending cap of $49 million, this bond has been used to fund a variety of technology projects in all three branches of government, including many of the over 170 agencies in the Executive Branch.  In addition to this bond funding, IT projects are also funded from state appropriated funds, Federal grant and reimbursement funds, trust funds, and retained revenue funds.  Prior to the implementation of the Investment Brief process, the oversight focus was primarily on the IT Bond for the current fiscal year, without assessing the total impact to the project from other fund sources and fiscal years.  

Several aspects must be managed in order to have a successful statewide strategic planning and project management effort.  The statewide strategic plans must be communicated to and understood by the IT and business planners at the agencies implementing the projects to ensure that the agency’s needs are being met in a manner beneficial to the state as a whole.  The people responsible for the oversight and administration of the funds for the IT projects also have a responsibility to the legislature and the citizens to monitor the progress of the projects to ensure that the projects are completed in an efficient and timely manner.  Knowledge gained from earlier projects is leveraged in the implementation of later similar projects, so that the mistakes and inefficiencies of the past are not repeated.  Agencies with similar needs are encouraged to collaborate to maximize the impact of limited financial and personnel resources.

In order to address these challenges, the Commonwealth of Massachusetts has developed a comprehensive approach to strategic planning and management initiatives that combines legislation, development of an investment planning process, personnel, and technology.  Each of these components will be described in greater detail in the paragraphs that follow.

Legislation

In 1996, legislation was passed into law establishing the position of Chief Information Officer (CIO) for the Commonwealth of Massachusetts.  This enabling legislation tasked the CIO with “…setting information technology standards, reviewing and approving secretariat and department information technology strategic plans, reviewing and approving the planning, design, acquisition and operation of information technology systems, assessing the performance of information technology systems and operations, managing central information technology systems…” among other responsibilities.  

Outside section language in the Fiscal Year 2001 budget for the Commonwealth (as in previous years) also states that the CIO “Notwithstanding any general or special law to the contrary, any planned information technology development project or system purchase by any agency under the authority of the governor for which the total projected cost, including the cost of any related hardware purchased in conjunction with said project or system, exceeds $200,000 shall be reviewed and approved by the chief information officer before such agency may obligate funds for such purchase. The chief information officer shall establish such rules and procedures as he deems necessary to implement this section.”

Having the authority to approve all large IT projects centralized in one position is the essential first step to developing a coordinated effort.  While many states have taken this first step, the process must go much further in order to be successful.

Personnel

One of the most critical components to implementing a successful strategic planning and management initiative is the identification, involvement, and coordinated efforts of key personnel.  In the Massachusetts model, IT and business staff at the agency and Secretariat levels are essential for providing the information required to develop systems that truly address the needs of the agencies and to centrally evaluate and establish priorities among a multitude of projects competing for limited funding resources.  The CIO must be involved to make decisions that will best serve the state as a whole and not just the needs of the individual agencies.  However, the volume of information related to these decisions is too great for one person to review alone.  The CIO must have a staff of analysts who can serve as liaisons to the agencies both to communicate statewide strategic plans and initiatives to the agency personnel and gather and evaluate the information collected from the agencies to provide recommendations to the CIO in his decision-making process.  The central budget oversight agency for Massachusetts must also be involved to serve as both a partner with the CIO and his staff in securing funding from the legislature to implement the decisions made as well as assessing the impact of IT budget decisions on the overall budget of the Commonwealth.  In Massachusetts, the Strategic Planning Group (SPG) serves as the CIO staff to coordinate the efforts of these key personnel.  How this coordination is implemented is described in greater detail in the “Process” section.

Investment Planning Process

This section will describe three processes in detail – the initial project selection, the quarterly review process, and the process for refining these two processes over time.  The process itself was implemented around March 2000 and is just completing its first full budget cycle.

Initial Project Selection

Although many of the bond projects are multi-year in scope, the decision for which projects are to receive funding is re-evaluated each fiscal year.  There is also an emphasis to the agencies from the CIO (via the liaisons) to think more and more in terms of smaller projects or breaking large projects into smaller standalone phases that are easier to manage and demonstrate results and benefits more quickly.  The project information and requests for funding are gathered from the agencies in an approximately four week period from mid-April to mid-May using the Investment Brief forms described in the “Technology” section.  

In mid-April, the Investment Brief forms are populated for existing projects and emailed to the agencies along with a blank form for submitting new projects.  In mid-May, the agencies email the completed Investment Briefs back to their respective analysts in SPG.  The analysts then examine the forms for completeness and reasonableness of information and work with the agency personnel to complete missing information or resolve any problems or ambiguities.  The analysts then work with agency and secretariat personnel to understand the needs and determine relative priorities for the project requests submitted.  

The analysts next meet as a team with the CIO to make recommendations for project approval and funding.  This group works to produce a list of funded projects that is less than or equal to the spending cap for the fiscal year.  This list is entered into the Capital Spending Plan for submission to the central budgeting agency, which has the authority to approve the spending or request modifications to the plan.  Once the plan is approved, the funds are released to the CIO, who then controls the release of the funds to agencies with funded projects.  The goal of the process is to execute a meaningful selection process and have the funds available for agency spending by the beginning of the state fiscal year (July 1st).  In fiscal year 2001, agencies submitted over $122 million in project requests. These were reviewed and prioritized by SPG to identify approximately $42 million for initial funding. Approximately $7 million was left in reserve at the beginning of the fiscal year for contingencies and new priority projects that might arise over the course of the year.  Later in the fiscal year, this reserve was assigned to other projects through the Quarterly Review process.  

Quarterly Review Process

A quarterly review process was implemented in recognition of the fact that unexpected events occur that impact the progress and spending of funded projects.  Since more requests are submitted each year than can be funded, it is imperative to identify problems with the progress of a project.  The most desirable result is to work with the agency to rectify the problem and get the project back on schedule.  If this option is not feasible, the next best option is to identify as quickly as possible the impact the slippage will have on funding for the year, so that any unspent funds may be reallocated for another project that did not initially receive funding.  During the second half of the fiscal year, a monthly rather than quarterly review was implemented in order to identify funds that could be reallocated as quickly as possible and allow sufficient time for new projects to be completed by the end of the fiscal year (June 30th).  In FY 2001, approximately $14 million in bond funds were reallocated to new projects (the $7 million initial reserve plus another $7 million in under spending on projects already allocated funds) as a result of these reviews. 

Process Review

A process that is not continually changing and adapting will eventually stagnate and become irrelevant, so a key component to the success of the process as a whole is adapting it to fit the needs.  The information received from the agencies is examined to determine areas where the instructions might not have been clear and need revising.  The Brief form may have fields that were skipped.  When this happens among many agencies, a determination must be made as to whether or not the information is vital to the selection process and the agencies must be trained on how to complete the forms or whether the field may be dropped from the next revision of the form without serious impact.  The communication between the personnel involved in the entire process will be examined to identify any areas of improvement.  The content of the forms is a key area for discussion, since the content is also used as a tool for training the agency personnel in how to clearly present and analyze projects on their own.  The review process will also analyze which agencies fall behind on their projects as the year progresses, to factor this “reliability” into requests for future funding for projects.

Technology

While not the most critical component, the effective use of technology serves as an enabler for the key personnel mentioned above to effectively perform their roles.  Since the volume of information required to make a meaningful decision is enormous, a well-designed information system is essential to collecting, analyzing, and reporting the information that must be provided in order to make meaningful funding decisions.  The technology components utilized by the SPG Investment Planning and Oversight Group to accomplish this task are described in detail in this section.

Because the process needs to extend to as many agencies as possible (if not all), the technology for gathering information from the agencies must be designed to work with the lowest common denominator of technology available to them.  The Massachusetts model uses email as the communication technology rather than a more elegant Internet solution, because more agencies have access to email than to the Internet.  The project information is gathered in a Word 97 form known as an Investment Brief, since most agencies are in a Microsoft Office environment (although versions in use vary among the agencies).

Since the analysis and reporting portion of the process involves a much smaller audience, the technology for this process can be more sophisticated.  Since the nature of the process suggests a database application and since Microsoft Office is the most commonly available software, MS Access 2000 was the tool of choice.  The Access application contains programming to allow the information gathered in the Word forms to be read directly into the database using Microsoft’s OLE Automation technology.  This technology is also used to populate blank Investment Brief forms from information already contained in the database (for multi-year projects or projects not funded in a previous fiscal year being resubmitted for consideration for funding).  This process prevents the agency from having to resubmit information they had already submitted in a previous fiscal year.  

Once read into the database, the information may be edited or used to produce reports.  Multiple tables of similar structure are used to contain the information on the projects at varying stages of the approval and funding process.  By utilizing a variety of technologies, the overall system is more flexible and adapted to the skill sets of and availability to the various users of the system.

The IT Investment Planning Process is significant to the improvement of the operation of government at both the state level and the agency level.  

At the state level, the standardized process for submitting information and the standardized information collected provide a better basis for comparison of projects and making funding decisions with limited resources.  Decisions can be made in the context of the total IT needs for the state, not just based upon whether the project is good on a standalone basis.  The formal process for submitting project proposals allows agencies to make the state aware of all their IT needs, which would not be practical through verbal communication alone.  Having a standardized means of comparing projects allows the projects that will have the greatest impact to be prioritized in order to maximize the effect of the limited resources.  The project milestone information collected through the process also allows better oversight of the projects centrally and allows problems to be identified and resolved quicker.  When the state undertakes special statewide initiatives, such as eGovernment or a centralized email system, the process allows a standardized method for coordinating the needs for the participating agencies.

At the agency level, the process of filling out the form (sometimes with the help of the strategic planning analyst for their agency) helps train the agency personnel to conceptualize and present the project in sound project evaluation and management terms, such as metrics for success, project milestones, budgeting, etc.  It also provides the agencies a formal process for identifying their needs and requesting funds.

The IT Investment Planning Process benefits agencies, service recipients, taxpayers, and the state.

The agencies benefit in learning to think of the technical solution as a means to meet a business need.  They also benefit from the increased information communicated to the state via the process which gives them a better chance of getting projects funded.

The taxpayers benefit from the coordinated effort to leverage existing technology and to facilitate partnerships among agencies to reduce or eliminate duplication of efforts and learning from the experiences of others.

The service recipients benefit from the increased effectiveness of the IT development effort.  Since the focus is on using the technology to meet a stated business need, projects are funded which have the most impact on providing greater services to the recipients or on maintaining the same service level in a tighter economy.

The state benefits from the increased information in being able to make more informed decisions and to consider the funding of individual projects in the context of the IT development across all agencies, which allows impact to be maximized.  The state also benefits from identification of problems with projects that can either be corrected to eliminate waste or for making informed decisions about when a project should be discontinued. 


Since the process and supporting software was developed in-house, the investment was very modest.  In spite of the small investment, some great returns have already been realized in the past year.  The main return was the timely reallocation of funds from projects that had slipped in schedule.  Over $7 million was reallocated from such projects and reused to fund new projects that would not otherwise have begun development this fiscal year. 
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