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The Secret Shame: If we Build it, They Won’t Come

Many of our end-user clients have voiced a common set of concerns over the past 12 months: They are having difficulty making a business case for continued deployment of software and initiatives they invested in a year ago. For those of you who are waiting for business customers to increase their spending on software in 2003/2004, this is not a good sign. 

What’s the crux of the problem? IT project managers are not seeing user adoption of the systems and software they’ve already deployed. Therefore, these projects aren’t achieving their original ROI targets. If you haven’t met your original ROI goals for the first phases of a project, the chances are slim of gaining more funding to continue roll-out and deployment and/or to add functionality.

Here’s a sample of the specific questions we’re hearing from project managers who attend our workshops:

· How do we get faster/deeper adoption for the technology solutions we’ve already deployed? 

· How do we make a business case to get continued funding for year two or year three of this project (Portal, CRM, Content Management, etc.) when we can’t deliver the hard dollar savings/revenue increases we promised?

We find it ironic that we’re hearing this litany of common concerns among our U.S. clients across a variety of industries at the same time that we read in the business press that there’s an economic recovery underway. The current business economic analysis tells us that companies’ revenues and profits are up. Their stock prices are also rebounding, adding to their CEOs’ optimism. That same analysis also tells us that U.S. companies are not re-hiring to beef up their down-sized workforces. Instead, companies in the U.S., at least, seem to be experiencing a “productivity boost” as fewer workers do more with less, leveraging the technology in which they over-invested between 1998 and 2001. 

Let’s look at what’s really happening in the trenches with technology projects, roll-outs, and budgets.

ROI Assumptions 

In year one of the project, the project team gathers requirements, makes a business case, does its due diligence, picks a technology platform, delivers and assesses a pilot, and begins phased development and roll-out of production applications. 

The ROI for the project is usually predicated on:

· Saving money by reducing duplication of effort, consolidating hardware/software and maintenance, and increasing employee productivity—doing more with less.

· Transforming our business processes to make it easier for employees, customers, business partners, and/or suppliers to do business with us. The transformations will yield greater retention (of employees, customers, partners), lower costs-to-serve, shorter time-to-market, greater process visibility, faster close rates, higher upsell/cross-sell ratios, faster inventory turns, reduced waste, and so on. 

Deployment Hurdles

In year two, the difficulties begin. Adoption of the new technology flows like molasses. Most of these projects suffer from the “if we build it, they won’t come” syndrome. Employees resist the use of the new technology and processes. Application developers deliver solutions that are too hard to use and that don’t address end-users’ difficulties in doing their jobs. 

Barriers to Adoption

Everyone–the project team, the sponsor, and the technology vendor—underestimates:

· ORGANIZATIONAL INERTIA. Today, most organizations’ inertia is exacerbated by the fact that every employee is already doing at least 1.5 times what he/she had to do two years ago. Employees have increased time pressures, work/life balance issues, and reduced pay. Every day is filled with more emails than anyone can handle (magnified by external and internal spam) and more meetings than anyone can digest. Who has time to learn a new way of doing things?

· THE IMPORTANCE OF SELECTING THE SCENARIOS THAT STAKEHOLDERS CARE ABOUT. Very few projects address the “What’s in it for me?” factor. Overworked employees wonder, “Why should I enthusiastically adopt a new way of doing my job? This new portal, content management process, CRM system, etc. doesn’t streamline the activities I need to do to handle the things that matter most to me. The old process may have been cumbersome. It may create problems for others. But I’ve developed work-arounds and tactics that work for me. I don’t have the time or energy to deal with something new, particularly when I don’t see the upside. How will this new system save me time doing the things I care about?” 

· LITTLE BANDWIDTH FOR CHANGE MANAGEMENT & COMMUNICATION. Years ago, IT projects included communication strategies, HR involvement, dedicated teams of change management experts, and distributed teams of change agents, advocates, and mentors. Today’s projects have slimmed-down budgets. The communications and change management tasks are left to the beleaguered IT project managers. Change management falls on the shoulders of the business/technology sponsors and project managers to try to build momentum and buy-in, to change work practices, and to get top management to mandate new behaviors. 

With these three very large barriers to adoption, it’s small wonder that many of the IT initiatives currently underway aren’t achieving their stated ROI goals. If you can’t get your own people to adopt the new technology and business processes, you can’t achieve the benefits you promised in the first place.

We’ve heard countless stories over the past year of IT licenses purchased but not fully deployed because the hoped-for company-wide adoption simply stalled out. There were too many impediments to overcome and too little time with too few units of attention to address the impediments.

Software Suppliers Need to Focus on Speed of Adoption & ROLL-OUT

Software Companies’ Behavior Exacerbates the Adoption Problem

Very few software suppliers are well-organized to address customers’ barriers to adoption and roll-out. The “hunter” sales force keeps beating the bushes trying to make new sales. Most software suppliers have cut back on the “gatherers” in their sales organization—the people who actually do the handholding and make sure that existing customers are content and are reaping benefits from their investments-to-date. This hunter behavior is likely to be the one that drives even more software companies out of business. In a time of scarce sales, your smartest, best people should be focused on working with your existing customers to ensure that they are gaining traction and achieving payback from the solutions they’ve bought from you. Sales compensation should be tied not to the number of software licenses sold, but to the usage of that software—both the number of people and the degree of utilization. 

If you focused on ensuring that your existing customers achieved widespread adoption and payback on their projects, you’d have strong reference accounts. Strong references are the single most important criterion for prospects considering your software. 

Software Companies Should Focus on Ease of Adoption and Roll-Out
What should software companies be doing to ensure rapid adoption of their tools within today’s lean business climate? Here’s our prescription. 

1. Deliver software that is useful “out-of-the-box.” The basic, non-customized functionality you offer should be easy to deploy, to learn, and to use without training. 


In a time of scarce sales, 
your smartest, best people should be focused on working with your existing customers to ensure that they are gaining traction and achieving payback from the solutions they’ve bought from you.
2. Deliver software that can be deployed within minutes, not hours or days. Make sure that your software applications can be “snapped” into companies’ existing security infrastructures and software update cycles.

3. Deliver “zero footprint” versions of your applications. Many organizations will no longer deploy client-side software. They simply don’t have the person-power to do so. 

4. Deliver software that is easy for a business analyst (not a programmer) to customize for groups of users. 

5. Deliver software that is easy for end-users to learn and to use without training. That means that your applications must be self-teaching and self-disclosing. 

Software Companies Should Focus on 
End-Users’ Critical Scenarios

We’ve found that most lean internal IT staffs are very good at project management and at gathering users’ requirements. However, many internal groups don’t have the bandwidth or the resources to ensure that new applications are tuned to meet each group of stakeholders’ specific needs, while optimizing for the entire organization. System integrators and consultants used to perform these functions. Today’s leaner IT project budgets tend to skimp on expensive professional services. Therefore, software suppliers need to pick up the slack. Here’s what we recommend:

6. During the pre-sales process, involve each group of stakeholders in mapping out the critical scenarios they need to make it easier to do their jobs.

7. During the installation and deployment process, spend quality time with each influential group of end-users focusing on their specific scenarios and customizing and/or fine-tuning (using your software’s standard customization capabilities) the application to meet the moments of truth in their most critical scenarios. 

8. Instrument your applications so that you can monitor and diagnose issues that different groups of end-users may be having. Be proactive in offering to assist end-users in getting the most out of your tools.

Software Companies Should Focus on 
Helping Customers Achieve ROI

While every prospect asks the competing vendors to make an ROI case for the use of their tool, too few suppliers actually get intimately involved with the business case on which the purchase and justification of their software was based. Then, 18 months later, when the customer complains that she hasn’t achieved her ROI, the supplier has no real recourse. 

A much better approach is to help customers make their business case upfront and to monitor carefully for at least two years to ensure that the planned benefits and paybacks are being received. 

We recommend that business benefits be tied to the specific metrics that can be surfaced when mapping out customers’ and stakeholders key scenarios. These metrics are very granular, very measurable, and therefore easy to monitor. 

So, instead of doing “broad brush” ROI, help your customers develop very granular business cases for each set of impacted stakeholders. Every scenario carries with it several pivotal points in which improvements yield measurable results. Using the Customer Scenario® approach, these results can be measured for both the end-customer and/or end-user as well as for the business as a whole. For example, success for an employee portal should be measured by how much more quickly employees can get reimbursed for out-of-pocket expenses and/or get healthcare claims processed, as well as by how much headcount you can reduce by offering employee self-service. 

When the software supplier is involved in helping to set the business expectations for costs and benefits on a scenario-by-scenario basis, that supplier is much more likely to ensure that each scenario is working well and has a high acceptance rate by its constituents.


Software Companies Should Offer Change Management Services and Communication Programs

We’ve noticed an increase in the number of clients who are asking us for help with their change management efforts and with their internal communication plans. While that’s good news for those of us in the consulting business, it’s bad news for software suppliers. It means that there’s a gap in the support services being offered around your software. 

Years ago, no IT initiative was rolled out without a change management team and project plan in place. Usually there was a full-time person (or more) involved with communicating the benefits and incentives that would accrue from changing behaviors to take advantage of new tools. In today’s resource-constrained environments, these proven practices have fallen by the wayside. Software suppliers should recognize that they have an opportunity to take up the slack by offering coaching and mentoring in change management and communications. Every software product should come complete with a suggested communication plan to help the internal project team ensure that is paying enough attention to setting expectations, trumpeting benefits, providing incentives, celebrating small wins, and building and sustaining momentum. 
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