The SME IT Roadmap
Introduction

Technology is seen as a key driver of knowledge Management and business processes.

Most SMEs understand  they will have to embrace IT, they probably do this as soon as an idea is hatched and the spreadsheets come out to prepare rudimentary business plans, throw in a word document and the odd Powerpoint presentation and the SME soon realises that they live in a world where the keyboard is king.
A quick google or browse on the Internet will further show them the range of Software opportunities (and prices) that leads to a further thinking of what IT should be doing for them. These choices range from the low cost starter kits encompassing rudimentary bookkeeping processes through to
ERP type systems which are probably outside the price range of many SMEs. It becomes a trade off between outsourcing off the shelf systems or developing your own software with an in house (preferable) programmer or at least a programmer who will take time to understand your business.

The challenge on the Road to Corporate success is setting IT strategy to align with Corporate Strategy, and  make sure all wheels are pointing in the same direction and are well balanced 
Mis alignment leads to

Overlooked opportunities

Inaccurate information

Misallocation of resources

Incompatibility amongst business drivers or functions

Inappropriate solutions

Not getting the basics right, no matter what size of the Company is important.

IT at the SME level is an evolutionary process, sometimes bordering on revolution, dependant on the pace and shape of the growth curve of the enterprise concerned

IT strategy  is also a function of time and broadly speaking there are three key considerations on the road map to successful IT planning being, direction, Pace and Time
Direction

The SME may have the luxury of no previous legacy systems  to point the way or may have limited applications already in place.

The  directional progress on the IT Roadmap is a function also of the  cost of the type of vehicle employed. A Rolls Royce solution with built in Sat Nav will get you there much more expensively than a VW with a Tom Tom, similarly the latest must have turbo charged model of the existing IT vehicle may not be appropriate, if it aint broke then why upgrade?.

The primary course for IR typically this will be based on data processing and ensuring as much automation into the basic business processes as possible, moving towards more analytical tooling as the IT develops  into sophistication.

The Nolan Model is probably still valid today as it was in 1973, especially in start up , green field businesses. See`Appendix 1
Operational issues should get the attention first.

Later Authors develop this  directional model further  and invoke a six stage process which provides a useful framework for a development strategy

Initiation      Contagion      Control     Integration     Data Management     Maturity

In Larger corporations the wholesale implementation of ERP systems attempts to map out all these processes in the same implementation phase, hence the time period is quite intense and more revolutionary. At the SME level, whilst the Company strategy is still evolving, the framework has a much more linear approach

However, overlaying this time line the SME will further stratify the layers of implementation and make conscious decision of levels of business criticality to the stage in the implementation programme and the ability to seriously disrupt the business critical elements of the plan., i.e it is no good devising a programme for forecasting sales leads, if by altering some of the fundamentals to the process it requires a wholesale re write of the software and stops Sales Invoices being produced.

A matrix devised by research at Cranfield has taken these models further and has categorised as follows


Extracted from Strategic Planning for Information Systems  :John Ward and Joe Peppard: Wiley Publications
This applications portfolio and the position of the IT Application on it is a useful guideline to the business criticality measure of the  Application concerned.
Clearly the bottom left quadrant is the starting point in introducing IT applications and covers much of the data processing requirements, these are factors upon which the Company relies for it’s success e.g, EPOS systems , ignore these at your peril.
Support Applications also have a role to play, but they are not classified as business critical, HR databases for example
It is the top two quadrants that make life interesting, to have Applications that are strategic and sustainable will ensure continued success, CRM software springs to mind here, 
Once the IT is moving in this direction and the particular IT application life cycle has got to this previous stage, the further consideration is whether IT can be developed into an application that could be important in achieving future success ,i.e .innovative solutions. 

These four quadrants categorize IT and MIS in relation to their business contribution , 

Analysing IT in this way is the key to strategic alignment

The key to this analysis is that SMEs may not just go out and procure the best technology there is, but rather be more discerning in their choice.
The Best Business processes available may not drive the appropriate  strategy.

Pace and Time

Luftman (2) has developed a Strategic Alignment Maturity Assessment instrument which assesses what stage  of the journey has been reached towards maturity. The alignment of the business strategy with the IT strategy takes factors of market share achieved and business environmental indicators, as well as factors influencing business behaviour and it’s relationships with the Stakeholders, there are also Internal Administrative indicators at work which also point to internal efficiency measures. , these key indicators run on tandem with the IT strategy and the MIS infrastructure.

The rationale here, regarding pace and direction , is that to ensure  the key benefits of the implementation process have been quantified in advance in a number of financial (Sales/Profit reports) and non financial (Employee Happiness) measures.
The Visionary Objectives set out from day one needed to have attached some tangible and non tangible benefits , the pace and timing of IT suceess can be put down to taking a view whether the Application has achieved these quantifiable milestones within the time period allocated.

Sullivan (3) has further developed this thought into what he calls his infusion/diffusion  analysis, the output of which is an interpretation of how much IT has been embedded into the DNA of the business and is part of the culture, leading to a snowballing effect and a demand for more IT sophistication at every level.

This leads in turn to an organisation that doesn’t focus solely on IT but focuses through astute management on the benefits of IT.

Conclusion

IT application can be erratic and sometimes the implementation process can be haphazard, but the use of the Roadmap is a good tool to gauge the direction and speed of changes.

The Evolution of IT process alignment with Corporate Strategy is a process that depends on users and managers at all levels of the business. Strategic formulation and implementation need to written into the landscape to ensure the roadmap is a fair reflection of where the company is at any one point in  time.

Appendices

1 R L Nolan :Managing the Computer Resource: A Stag Hypothesis he premise here is that the stages of IT development can be split into three areas

Operational systems

Control systems

Planning systems,

movement upwards from  operational systems means a time path away from post hoc reporting to predictive modelling

2 Luftman: Assessing business-IT Alignment maturity: Communications  of the AIS December 2000
3 Sullivan:Systems Planning in the Information Age: Sloan Management Review Winter 1985
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