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Why should we be interested in strategic planning for our
information-development organizations? We might simply
apply specific tactics for getting our everyday jobs done. We
might focus our concerns on producing a manual or getting the
online help finished. We might even plan far enough in
advance to send staff members to workshops on the latest
online help development tools. These tactics would get us
through the day, or the week, or even through the end of the
year, and we would be busy doing useful things (or at least

our work environment. With a strategic plan, we can set aside
activities that don’t lead in the direction we want to go and
emphasize activities that are most likely to move us in the right
direction.

Strategic planning enables us to respond to the organiza-
tional pressure we experience. Many information-development
organizations feel threatened by the pressure to reduce costs,
eliminate jobs, do more work with the same or fewer people,
hire more temporary workers, reduce the number of permanent

things that we hope others find useful). But as we staff, even outsource the entire effort to another
keep busy doing our everyday jobs, we may find _ company. If managers and staff members don’t

ourselves surprised by the decisions of those who
decide to eliminate our function, outsource our
tasks, or disperse our staff throughout the organi-
zation. Only then we will recognize that we
lacked an overall goal, a vision of what we should

“Both external
and internal

forces push us

find a way to do a better job than they are doing
today, increase customer satisfaction with their
efforts, and be recognized as significant contribu-
tors to the organization’s bottom line, they will
often find their jobs eliminated in favor of cheaper

be doing, of how we want to be perceived in the alternatives.
future. toward In a high-pressure business climate, strategic
By concentrating on the immediate job at sthtegic planning becomes critical not only to our success

hand, we pursue zactics to meet specific and
immediate objectives but we lack an overall szraz-
egy that helps us decide whether we are concen-

trating on the tasks that will add value to our

planning.”

but also to our survival. We cannot stay the same,
even if we have been doing what we thought was a
pretty good job. We have to find ways to do a bet-
tet job, and in many cases, do that job faster and

organizations and convince others that we have a
legitimate purpose for our existence.

Both external and internal forces push us toward strategic
planning. The senior management of the organizations we
work for ask us to reduce the costs of what we do or find out
why customers are complaining about the quality of the techni-
cal publications. We want to do our jobs more effectively by
allowing time to get out and meet the customers, introduce
new and better methods of working, integrate usability testing
into our process, and create information that we can be proud
of. Because of pressure from management and customers as
well as our own desires to do a better job, we are urged to build
more effective information-development organizations. Strate-
gic planning is an important means to help us succeed.

Strategic planning helps us to establish goals and outline
the steps necessary to reach our goals. Without a plan in place,
we are likely to engage in activities that seem interesting at the
time but dont make our work significantly better nor improve

with the same or fewer resources.
The strategic planning process begins with several key
investigatory steps:

4 understand the marketplace for our products and the needs
of the customers we serve

examine our strengths and weaknesses today

identify the #hreats that come from our competition and
from negative forces at work in our markets and in our
own organization

4 identify the opportunities we have to succeed if we act
quickly and intelligently

Based on the data gathered in these steps, we go on in strategic
planning to

¢ establish goals and measurable objectives describing what
we want to be in the future
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must pursue to achieve our
“In a bzg])— goals and meet our objec-

tives
pressure
business ¢ c?ewse action plans that out-
. line the steps we need to
climate, take to enable the strategies.
Strategic For example, in studying our

customers, we may have learned
that they believe that the techni-

planning

becomes cal information provided in the
critical not documentation does not support
on ly to our their needs. They believe that

the information does not help
success but to them to get started using the
products and does not assist
them in keeping the those prod-
ucts operating effectively. In fact,
they frequently create their own technical manuals at consider-
able expense.

In response to this finding, we establish a goal—to pro-
duce technical information that meets and exceeds our custom-
ers’ requirements and enables them to use our products

our survival.”

efficiently and effectively. We will know that we have met our
goal if our customers stop writing their own manuals and tes-
tify to the excellent quality and usefulness of the information
we provide them. One of our objectives will be to determine

exactly what type of information is needed by our customers.

To meet this objective, we create three strategies:

1 Conduct a customer study to understand exactly what is
wrong with the current technical information and what
our customers actually need from us

2 Develop prototypes of a new information design

3 Engage customers in a joint project to review the proto-
types and assist us in tailoring them to their needs.

Then we set up action teams to work on the strategies by devel-
oping specific step-by-step plans to carry them out, including
schedules, deadlines, assignments, and measures of success or
failure.

Just how did we arrive at our goal to improve the quality
of our technical information? How did we know what objec-
tives and strategies needed to be put into place? We learned
what to do from the investigation that inaugurated our strate-
gic planning activity. We studied our customers, looked at the
strengths and weaknesses in our development processes, and
learned what our competitors and the best-in-class companies
were doing to deliver information that pleases and excites their
customers.

UsiNg THE INFORMATION PROCESS-MATURITY MODEL
TO PREPARE FOR STRATEGIC PLANNING

Despite the best intentions, most information-development
organizations find it challenging to assess their own strengths
and weaknesses. It is always difficult to be objective about our-
selves. We have often been doing something for so long that we
take it for granted. Or we know something is missing from the
way our processes work, but we don’t quite know what the
missing pieces are.

We also often find it difficult to collect good information
about how our competitors work or how their products differ
from ours. Even if we get a chance to study the competition, we
often find that no one in our industry is doing a particularly
good job of meeting customer information needs. We then
want to find out what the best companies in the field are doing
and how they achieve success. But we don’t know who they are,
nor can we easily ask them to spend time and effort teaching us
what they know.

To respond to these dilemmas and make the investigative
steps easier and faster come experiential models such as the
Information Process-Maturity Model IPMM). The IPM
model was created out of a need in the technical-communica-
tion industry to establish best practices, not by applying theory
but by closely examining those organizations that appeared to
be doing an excellent job. The IPMM grew from three sources:
my experience working with hundreds of information-develop-
ment organizations for nearly 20 years; work done by others
studying successful software-development organizations; and

I
“We will know

that we have
met our goal if

the results of a study sponsored
by BMC Corporation of Hous-
ton, Texas, of 12 companies rec-
ognized for the high quality of
their technical information and
their information-development
processes—the best in class.
These companies included IBM,
Hewlett-Packard, NCR, DEC,
Dell Computer, and DuPont.
Before publishing the
IPMM in 1994 as part of Man-
aging your Documentation
Projects, 1 had studied the work
done by the Software Engineer-
ing Institu.te. (SEI) to .establish qua h‘ty and
the Capability Maturity Model
(CMM). In the late 1980s, SEI, usefulness Of
working under the auspices of the
the US Department of Defense

our customers
stop writing
their own
manuals and
testify to the
excellent

and Carnegie-Mellon Univer- lnfb rmation
sity, had examined the processes we provide
of successful software-develop- them.”

ment organizations. Based on
what they learned about the
practices followed in these orga-
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nizations and their achievement of quality software products,
they created the CMM, which outlined the characteristics
required for an organization to have a quality software-develop-
ment process. The CMM is described by Watts Humphrey in
Managing the Software Development Process (1989). SEI con-
ducts assessments for organizations wishing to improve their
process maturity and holds workshops that explain the model
and assist those who want to conduct an assessment.

Similarly, the information provided here will enable you to
conduct a self-assessment based on the eight key characteristics
identified in the IPMM. Or you can work with an experienced
assessor to conduct the assessment with you. During the formal
assessment, you and members of your staff com-
plete a self-assessment questionnaire and host a
series of interviews conducted by the assessment

The Five Levels of Process Maturity

strated that they are more likely to develop technical informa-
tion that meets customer needs, is well-organized according to
customer goals, contains the right information, and is devel-
oped according to the required schedules. You may decide, as a
Level 1 organization, that one of your objectives should be to
strengthen your project planning activities to reach your goal of
meeting your customers information needs more effectively.

THE F1ve LEVELS oF PROCESS MATURITY

The IPMM establishes five levels of process maturity based on
field observations of mature and immature information-devel-
opment organizations, as described in Table 1. The goal of the
model is to identify those practices that contribute
to achieving quality and meeting customer needs
with every product that is produced by an organi-

({4 L
team with information-development staff, senior D espite the zation. It is not enough to have some highly skilled
managers, and customers. At the completion of best technical communicators producing good work. It
the assessment, you receive a report identifying ntenti is necessary to find a way to produce throughout
strengths and weaknesses of your organization INtentions, the organization consistently good work that
and placing you at one of the five levels of pro- most demonstrably meets the needs of customers for
cess maturity in the model. The report also con- ; nfo rimation- useful, accessible, accurate, and readable technical
tains recommendations for process information. Each piece of technical information
improvements to bring your organization to the de Velopment coming out of a mature publications organization
next higher level of process maturity. or'ganization s is consistently and equally successful in meeting

The IPMM helps you identify the strengths
and weaknesses in your current practices and
compare them with the best practices in the
industry. It helps you satisfy the chief investiga-
tive requirement of strategic planning—to know
yourself and your organization and to assess the
capabilities of the competition. The IPMM pro-
vides you with an objective method for looking
at yourself and a method for benchmarking
against best-in-class organizations without asking

find it
challenging to
assess their
own strengths

and

weaknesses.”

customer needs, no matter who created it.

At each level of process maturity, strategic plan-
ning remains a requirement for focused growth
and improvement. Part of the strategy, however,
can be defined in terms of moving the organiza-
tion to a higher level of process maturity. A Level 3
organization might include in its strategic plan
objectives that will enable it to become a Level 4
organization. For example, in one report I pro-

them to devote their own resources to your
efforts.

Because the IPMM outlines the most typical stages of pro-
cess improvement and growth in information-development
organizations, it also provides you with a means for setting
objectives. For example, if you find that your organization is at
Level 1: Ad hoc in its practices, you can use the characteristics
of Level 2 and Level 3 organizations to establish objectives that
will bring your practices in line with other organizations that
are effective at meeting customer needs. In a Level 1 organiza-
tion you may be weak in planning your projects. Organizations
that follow strong project-planning practices have demon-
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vided to a Level 3 organization, I reccommended
that the department conduct customer studies to better under-
stand their customers’ information needs, a weakness that
emerged from the assessment. Although the organization had
instituted and was following uniform practices in planning and
quality assurance, their plans and their quality assurance activi-
ties were not sufficiently informed by a thorough understand-
ing of customer needs.

The process-maturity levels are best characterized by an
attention to process and the recognition that processes must be
managed if they are to succeed in producing consistently high
levels of quality. The summaries that follow focus on process.
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TasLE 1. THE Five LEVELS OF PROCESS MATURITY IN THE IPMM

Level

Characteristics

Transition to the next level

Level 1: Ad hoc

Characterized chiefly by a lack of structure and uniform prac-
tices. Communicators usually work alone, most often hired
and managed by a professional from another field. Each indi-
vidual follows a unique process and applies standards inde-
pendently. The quality of the product is highly dependent
upon the professionalism and expertise of the individual. No
quality assurance activities take place except for reviews for
technical accuracy. There is little opportunity to study cus-
tomer needs.

Consistent staffing with professional
technical communicators. Building
cooperation among the communica-
tors through more effective manage-
ment and joint process-improvement
activities.

Level 2: Rudimentary

Characterized by beginning to establish structure and uni-
form practices. At a grass-roots level, communicators together
establish style standards and institute uniform practices. At a
management level, a new organizational structure brings iso-
lated communicators together into a unified organization that
begins to establish best practices. Often characterized by
beginning to institute quality assurance practices, including
copyediting, developmental editing, and peer review.

Rudimentary new practices are often abandoned under pres-
sure of deadlines and constantly changing requirements, as
well as a lack of commitment among the communication staff
to changing individual practices.

Development of a style guide and
introduction of project planning.
Beginning of a commitment to uni-
form practices and recognition of the
importance of customer understand-
ing to producing high quality infor-

mation.

Level 3: Organized
and Repeatable

Characterized by a commitment among the majority of staff
members to uniform best practices and standards. Often the
consolidation is aided by the role of a strong leader and the
addition of customer studies. Practices begin to take on a cus-
tomer focus. Planning and quality assurance activities are
stressed and are incorporated into every project. Attention is
paid to hiring qualified individuals and providing them with
opportunities for continuing education.

Introduction of project planning and
standard practices, including quality
assurance throughout the organiza-
tion. Beginning studies of customers
and improved attention on customer-

based quality.

Level 4: Managed and
Sustainable

Characterized by a stable commitment to the mature practices
of a Level 3 organization. The leadership may change without
a loss of commitment to planning, quality assurance, hiring
and training, and budgetary controls. Level 4 organizations
become increasingly sophisticated in handling customer stud-
ies, assessing and meeting customer needs (including regular
usability testing), managing return on investment. Recog-
nized as effective by the larger organization. Effective partici-
pation in a matrixed structure in which individual
communicators represent the interests and goals of technical
publications on diverse development teams.

Strong implementation of quality-
focused activities, especially cus-
tomer needs assessments, cost con-
trols, and evaluation of customer
satisfaction

Level 5: Optimizing

Characterized by innovation beyond the stable commitment

to mature practices of a Level 4 organization. An Optimizing
organization continually calls into question its own practices

and standards, continually secking ways of meeting customer
needs more effectively, reducing process and production costs,
and achieving a superior return on investment.

Continuing efforts to improve all
practices throughout the organiza-
tion. Special focus on customer needs
and measurements. Strong and sus-
tainable commitment to continuous
process improvement

THE CENTER FOR INFORMATION-DEVELOPMENT MANAGEMENT
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_ Level 1: Ad hoc. A Level 1

organization is best identified by

“..the its lack of process. Little plan-
. . ning takes place for information
anb rmation projects. Most projects begin at

provided here

will enable

the end of the product-develop-
ment life cycle, so little time is
available to verify the accuracy or
test the quality of the informa-
tion. Information developers in a
Level 1 organization usually

you to conduct

a self-

assessment work as independent contribu-
based on the tors, primarily directed by man-
. agers from a variety of
c/.Jarac.temst.lcs development-related depart-
ldentzﬁed m ments. There is little or no team-
the IPMIM.”’ work, no quality assurance

(editing) except that done volun-

tarily by individuals, and no
project management to maintain control of budgets and sched-
ules. Any innovation in practices or information products
comes from the individual initiative of the information devel-
opers. Some information developers do a wonderful job,
whereas others lack opportunity and often lack inclination or
training.

Level 2: Rudimentary. A Level 2 organization has begun to
put the rudiments of good practices into place. The first activ-
ity is usually to develop style standards for all technical publica-
tions, although enforcement may be lax or impossible; some
copyediting may occur. The Level 2 organization may continue
to progress by introducing information plans. The plans may
be rudimentary, but they represent a major attempt to define
the information goals for a project. Project management is still
largely absent, so projects are frequently overwhelmed by
change. Most of the direction for projects is provided by tech-
nical or marketing specialists. The information developers con-
tinue to work almost entirely alone, even though they may be
part of a publications organization and have a publications
manager.

Level 3: Organized and Repeatable. A Level 3 organization
is clearly in transition toward fully developed processes. infor-
mation plans are standard, and project-management plans are
put into place as early as possible. Information developers work
as teams on complex projects, and all work is edited by editing
specialists. Project managers have a database of experience from
previous projects to use as an estimating guide. Projects are esti-
mated carefully and staffed appropriately to maintain quality,
and change is controlled throughout the development process.

Level 3 information developers are beginning to recognize
that all projects must be planned, especially when the technical
content of the project changes frequently. Project managers
believe in the management of process and product at Level 3
and begin to recognize that the product will not meet the

ARTICLE REPRINT

The Five Levels of Process Maturity

required quality standards without a strong process in place to
guide team members and help them work toward common
goals.

At Level 3, information developers clearly recognize the
need to be closer to the customer (or user) to maintain quality
improvements and achieve customer satisfaction. However,
they still may not have sufficient time in busy schedules to con-
duct the user studies they would prefer to do. Until their pro-
cesses become second nature, and they find more opportunities
to eliminate unnecessary steps, they will have difficulty finding
the time to do the customer-oriented work they know is neces-
sary.

Level 4: Managed and sustainable. A Level 4 organization
has a well-defined process that is always followed. Yet, on spe-
cial projects and under increasingly common rapid develop-
ment, teams have the option of modifying the process so that
they can respond to the need for innovation and experimenta-
tion. Information developers are regular members of the prod-
uct-development teams from the very beginning of the
development life cycle. They begin moving into wider areas of
responsibility for the product and process. Project-management
techniques are well developed, with projects kept under con-
trol. Often there is a division of responsibilities so that special-
ists handle production, translation, planning, editing, and
usability assessment while still remaining integral members of
the information-development team.

Perhaps the most stunning accomplishment of a Level 4
organization is the devotion to customer-driven quality.
Because processes are so much a part of everyone’s standard
practices, even with very short

schedules, there is sufficient time _

to devote to observing custom-
€€ o
ers and measuring quality. ‘Each Pprece Of

Level 4 organizations devote a technical
much higher percentage of . .
project and departmental bud- anb rmation
gets to quality assessment and coming out Of
improvement than at any earlier a4 mature
level. They can do so because L.

they have stopped doing activi- publzcatzons
ties that don't add value and have orgam'z ation

stopped producing documents
that do not support customer
satisfaction.

Level 5: Optimizing. The
Level 5 organization is ahead of
the curve. Not only are team
members doing a good job of
managing their projects and pro-
ducing work of consistently high
quality, but they also have the
luxury of continual self-review.

is consistently
and equally
successful in
meeting
customer
needs no
matter who
created it.”
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_ All team members review their

“It is not
enough to hire
good people,
they must also
follow a sound
process that
includes
quality
assurance
activities (such
as editing),
publications
planning,
estimates of
the work to be
done to
achieve a
defined level
of quality in
the product,

3

and more.’

own processes and institute
improvements. They introduce
quality measurements and pro-
mote innovative techniques.

The brief descriptions above
and the summaries in Table 1
briefly outline the characteristics
of the five levels, but the com-
plete assessment of strengths and
weaknesses is based on eight key
practices that are described in the
next section. The key practices
emphasize the importance of a
strong organizational structure to
support quality practices.

Eicur Key PRACTICES OF A
SUCCESSFUL INFORMATION-
DEVELOPMENT
ORGANIZATION

To conduct a self-assessment of
your organization’s strengths and
weaknesses, focus on the eight
key practices that have been
identified as essential to a mature
organization, as shown in

Table 2.

Although particular organi-
zations may vary somewhat in
the specifics of their processes,
these key practices point to an
important general statement

about achieving quality. To ensure consistent, repeatable qual-

ity in its information products, an information-development

organization must have in place a sound development process

that is well-managed. It is not enough to hire good people; they
must also follow a sound process that includes quality assur-
ance activities (such as editing), publications planning, esti-

mates of the work to be done to achieve a defined level of

quality in the product, and more. Not only must individuals

follow a sound process, that process also must be managed to

As you review the practices, think about how they may
apply to your present information-development activities. For
example, the “information planning” practice requires that you
produce information plans for every project you conduct and
that the plans be reviewed internally by other information-
development staff members for compliance to organization,
customer, and company strategies and requirements. Project
planning also requires that plans be maintained through the
inevitable changes that take place in a project and that those
changes be assessed in relationship to the quality goals stated in
the plan. Furthermore, project planning means that you review
the project at its conclusion to measure the success with which
the plans were accomplished and to assess problems encoun-
tered and solutions found.

After reviewing the strengths and weaknesses of your orga-
nization based on the key characteristics, you are prepared to
identify the level of process maturity you have attained. Please
be very careful, however, not to overstate your maturity level.
An overstatement (deciding you are at a higher level of process
maturity than you really are) will give you a false reading and
lead you to ignore significant changes that must take place in
your processes if you are going to be successful in achieving
world-class quality.

My experience indicates that individuals and whole
departments tend to overstate their level of process maturity
and usually do so by one level. This tendency suggests that if
you initially determine you might be a Level 3 organization,
you are more likely to be a

Level 2. The reason for the over- _
statement is obvious—opti- “Peo p le are

mism. When my assessment .
sincere and

team administers self-assess-
ment questionnaires, we ask par-

have good

ticipants to answer Yes to a

question only if the practice in intentions, but

question is a standard part of

good

their process. For example, the . .
proces xamp intentions do
questionnaire asks if you always

ensure that adequate staff is available to do the job at hand,
quality is not sacrificed to deadline unless the consequences are
assessed, and everyone understands all the process requirements
thoroughly.

Table 3 lists the eight key practices and defines the quali-
ties you should look for as you examine your strengths and
weaknesses. The table is limited to the first three levels of pro-
cess maturity, in part because these levels dominate the organi-
zations we have studied in the last four years and because the
characteristics of Level 4 and 5 tend to be expansions on and
more consistent institution of the practices in the table.

6 THE CENTER FOR INFORMATION-DEVELOPMENT MANAGEMENT

produce information plans for not make
every project you conduct. Yet, somethin g a
respondents often answer Yes

even when they produce infor- regul‘”'
mation plans only occasionally. pmctz'ce. It’s
Its as if wishing would make it best to be

so. People are sincere and have
good intentions, but good inten-
tions do not make something a
regular practice. It’s best to be
scrupulous in answering the
questions and conducting a rig-
orous self-assessment. You can't
begin to improve a process that
you don't recognize is broken or
that you won’t admit is broken.

scrupulous in
answering the
questions and
conducting a
rigorous self-
assessment.”
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Determining Your Level of Process Maturity

TaBLE 2. THE ErcaT KEY PRACTICES OF THE IPMM

Key Practice

Definition

Sound organizational structure

An organizational structure that enables technical communicators to produce consistently
high quality work throughout the organization.

Quality assurance activities

A series of activities specifically designed to promote uniform high standards of quality,
including copyediting, developmental editing, peer reviews, and technical reviews of draft
information products. Includes usability testing and customer studies to ensure that the
quality achieved meets customer needs.

Information planning

A series of activities that ensures that every information product is planned so that it meets
customer needs as well as the demands of schedule and budget. Includes the development
of adequate resources and budget to ensure that required quality standards are met.

Estimating, scheduling, and
tracking projects

A series of activities that ensures that the information development process is being fol-
lowed according to schedule and budget requirements. Includes continual project tracking
to assess and accommodate the impact of project changes and changes to customer
requirements through the course of the project. Establishes project histories to better
inform planning for future projects.

Hiring and training

Hiring of communicators is conducted by professionals in the field and is based on a wide
range of clearly defined professional requirements. Once hired, communicators are pro-
vided with internal and external opportunities for continuing training so that best prac-
tices in the field are understood and maintained.

Innovative information designs
to support customer needs

Activities are conducted to ensure that the organization is following the best practices in
the industry. Design innovations are regularly introduced based upon research in the field,
usability testing, customer studies, and practices learned through exposure to the work
and ideas of industry leaders.

Cost and budgetary control

The publications organization has budget authority for its activities and carefully tracks
the costs of its development projects. Costs are well understood and regularly evaluated in
terms of return on investment and value added. Budgets are defined by the need to achieve
a stated level of quality in information products.

Quality management

A series of activities directed toward complete and well-informed definitions of quality,
including regular studies of customers’ needs, regular usability assessments, regular assess-
ment of customer satisfaction with products, regular assessment of the impact of poor
quality on training, support, sales, and others. Strong communication of goals and strate-
gies to senior management and peer managers. Recognition by the larger organization of
the value added by technical communication activities.

You'll also find in reviewing the key practices that you may
be at a somewhat different level of process maturity for each
key practice. For example, I often find information-develop-
ment organizations that are putting a great deal of care into
their quality assurance activities. They have developed style and
format standards and have created templates to help enforce
the standards. They have instituted copyediting as a regular
part of the process, and occasionally a more senior information
developer reviews the work of newer members of the group for
content and organization. Such an organization may be at a
Level 2 or Level 3 in quality assurance. On the other hand, the
lack of planning, project estimating, appropriate staffing, train-
ing for new and continuing team members, and other key prac-
tices are either absent or performed only intermittently. Such
an organization is more likely to be Level 1: Ad hoc than
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Level 2: Rudimentary when the key practices are reviewed as a
whole. One or two strong areas are a definite advantage to
future progress but not enough to turn the general tide of pro-
cess implementation.

DETERMINING YOUR LEVEL OF PROCESS MATURITY

The five levels of process maturity in the IPMM are based on
the progression we have observed in the hundreds of organiza-
tions we have studied, from an immature organization that
cannot reliably produce documents at a repeatable level of
quality to mature organizations that consistently produce infor-
mation products that satisfy customer needs. We have found
that organizations at Level 3: Organized and Repeatable have
all the processes in place to produce information with a
dependable level of quality. However, at Level 3, an organiza-



USING THE INFORMATION PROCESS-MATURITY MODEL FOR STRATEGIC PLANNING
Moving from a Study of Process Maturity into Strategic Planning

_ tion has not had sufficient expe-

rience with its new processes to
({3
1 have

observed that,
in most cases,
it is unlikely

be secure. Often, if key people
leave the organization when it
has just moved to Level 3, it is
likely to revert to Level 2 or even
Level 1. There has simply not
been enough time to solidify the

that an practices so that new staff mem-
information— bers or new managers can be

counted on to assume responsi-

develop ment bility for their continued success.

organz'zation We also find that organiza-

tions at Level 3 may still have

will be able to

sustain a level

of process

maturity more

some lingering remnants of
Level 2 practices, even while
some of their practices seem to
be moving into Level 4. The
practices appear not to progress
evenly, often because an organi-
zation finds itself working hard
to improve one area while hold-

than one level
above the

orgam'zation ing other areas in abeyance.

in which it Ho.wever, \.mth a long-term s.tra—
tegic plan in place, such a mixed

. »
exists. organization will have clearly

identified areas requiring
improvement (weaknesses) and have a schedule of actions
established to achieve needed improvements (turning weak-
nesses into strengths).

The descriptions of the process-maturity levels are summa-
ries. In most cases, a process-maturity assessment requires care-
ful and detailed examination of current practices. In the
examination, it is most important not to be overly indulgent of
good intentions. Only by reaching an accurate assessment of
the current state will you be able effectively to set goals and
plan your strategy for reaching them.

Although it is very important in your assessment to be
aware of the threats to your success in reaching your goals, it is
equally important not to let apparent barriers become self-ful-
filling prophecies. I often watch managers and staff members
convince themselves that they cannot change because they
believe they have no power to change their working environ-
ment. They look around themselves at an ad hoc and chaoti-
cally unmanaged company and moan about their inability to
influence the larger organization. Certainly, it will be difficult
to establish a level of process maturity much beyond the level of
the dominant organization. I have observed that, in most cases,
it is unlikely that an information-development organization
will be able to sustain a level of process maturity more than one
level above the organization in which it exists. For example, if a
software-development organization is at Level 1 in the CMM,
then it will be difficult for the information-development orga-
nization to sustain more than Level 2.

At the same time, it is equally important that you do not
let the disorganization of the rest of your company serve as a
deterrent to your own plans to improve quality and achieve a
higher level of process maturity. I have worked with several
companies where the increased maturity of processes in the
information-development organization has positively influ-
enced the larger product-development organization. For exam-
ple, information-development organizations have sponsored
usability testing of documentation with customers, a process
that is an integral part of a Level 4 or 5 organization. By using
publications usability tests to increase awareness of customer
issues, information-development organizations have succeeded
in getting the larger product-development organizations to
incorporate usability testing into the product-development
process. In another example, an information-development
organization that began creating thorough and carefully crafted
information plans succeeded in influencing the software devel-
opers to begin developing their own planning documents for
the software-development effort.

As a result of determining your level of process maturity,
the strategic plan you begin to develop will be influenced by
the strengths and weaknesses you have identified. If you lack a
sound quality assurance process as a Level 1 organization, you
will need to make instituting a quality assurance process one of
your objectives. If you are a Level 2 organization with the rudi-
ments of a quality assurance process, your objective will be to
strengthen the process and ensure that it is practiced consis-
tently for all projects. If you are a Level 3 organization with a
strong quality assurance process, but you discover through cus-
tomer studies that technical inaccuracies are slipping through,
you may need to add processes to trace technical accuracy more
thoroughly as part of your quality assurance. You may be a

]
“The IPMM
helps you

Level 4 organization with a
strong commitment to cus-
tomer-centered design when you
learn through your customer and
competitive analyses that cus-
tomers prefer the information .
examine your

strengths and

weaknesses in

light of a model
that reflects the
processes and

designs used by your competi-
tors. To strengthen your Level 4
position and possibly begin
progress toward Level 5, you will
need to strengthen the practices
you use to ensure that you are
aware of customer needs and
design innovations in the field.

practices used
by highly skilled

MOVING FROM A STUDY OF
PROCESS MATURITY INTO

STRATEGIC PLANNING z'nformatz'on-
Armed w1tb a completed pro- development
cess-maturity assessment, you . . .
are ready to turn your analysis organizations

into a strategic plan. The pro-

8 THE CENTER FOR INFORMATION-DEVELOPMENT MANAGEMENT



USING THE INFORMATION PROCESS-MATURITY MODEL FOR STRATEGIC PLANNING
Moving from a Study of Process Maturity into Strategic Planning

_ cess-maturity assessment, while

focusing on an analysis of the
current state and benchmarking
against best-in-class organiza-
tions, is only a starting point. By
knowing where you are and
understanding where you would
like to be by analyzing higher
levels of process maturity, you
have much of the information

“The process-
maturity
assessment,
while focusing
on an analysis
of the current

you need to
state and
. ¢ Formulate the goals you
bench mm'kmg would like to achieve
against best-in- 4 Create measurable objec-
class tives that you need to meet
. . to achieve your goals
OTgﬂanﬂtlons,
is on l_)/ a 4 State strategies you will use

to meet your objectives

starting point.” ,
4 Create action plans for put-

ting your strategies into

place

One organization learned that it was functioning at a basic
Level 1: Ad hoc. Individual writers worked directly for software
development managers. As a result, they had no standard pro-
cesses in place to create information products. The manuals
and online documentation produced by one writer had litte
resemblance to the manuals and online documentation pro-
duced by any of the other writers. Writers had little or no train-
ing in documentation practices because they were hired
primarily for their technical skills. No one skilled in document
design reviewed their work, nor were there any standard tem-
plates for them to follow.

After the process-maturity assessment, this organization
begin the laborious process of constructing a strategic plan.
Because so many changes were necessary to achieve a Level 3,
which was their aim, they needed to establish a strategic plan
with a schedule of action plans set by priority. Their primary
goal was to improve the quality of their documentation so that
they met customer needs. To do so, they set objectives of insti-
tuting better hiring practices, providing training for all infor-
mation developers, establishing a quality assurance team,
creating and a style guide and standard templates for informa-
tion design, establishing project managers for the information-
development activities, and more. In just one year, they made
substantial progress in putting new practices and processes in
place. They are well on their way to becoming a Level 2 organi-
zation and moving on to Level 3. The IPMM helped them
identify their areas of greatest weakness and develop plans to
turn the weaknesses into strengths. It also made them aware of
the threats they faced in reaching their goals because of a num-
ber of practical and organizational constraints.

ARTICLE REPRINT

In another case, an organization found itself to be Level 3
following the IPMM assessment. However, they learned that a
few of their practices were still at Level 2. In developing their
strategic plan, they first concentrated on strengthening the
Level 2 practices and bringing them into alignment with
Level 3 standards. In particular, they needed to track their
projects more carefully so that they had better data to use to
estimate the resources needed to maintain quality on new
projects.

Their goal was to ensure that they maintained a high level
of publications quality for their customers. To do so, they
needed to assign resources appropriately. Difficult projects with
too few information developers on the team had suffered from
last-minute quality comprises. Standard quality assurances
activities had to be curtailed to get the information products
completed on time. The organization tended to staff all
projects identically, even though some were clearly more diffi-
cult than others. More detailed project statistics would enable
them to analyze each project more precisely and then staff it
appropriately to maintain quality standards.

In addition, this organization discovered that their greatest
weakness and a requirement to achieve a Level 4 was inade-
quate information about their customers. As part of their stra-
tegic planning, they needed to emphasize the importance of
gaining customer information by conducting field studies, sur-
veys, focus groups, and usability testing. Although they had
previously made substantial changes to their document design,
these changes were not adequately informed by customer feed-

back through usability testing

and through follow-up surveys.
A Level 4 organization
“Strategic

learned that they needed to
become more customer-ori-
ented in their approach to infor-
mation products. Their
customers were generally pleased
with the information received

planning is no
longer an
option for an

b.ut often found it more exten- mform ation-
sive than they needed. The

information developers had got- de”elop ment
ten into a rut—producing the organization

same information products that

that hopes to
survive and
thrive in the

customers had found useful
years before. They needed to
better understand the changing
information needs of their cus-

tomers to reduce the volume of current
information, reduce develop- climate of
ment costs, and better meet new ..
customer requirements. Their downsizi ng

and

g »
outsourczng.

strategic plan emphasized the
customer analysis objectives
identified in the process-matu-
rity assessment.
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Conclusion

CoNcLUSION
Strategic planning requires that your organization first analyze
its current state by

¢ Understanding who your customers are and what they
need from your organization

¢ Understanding who your competition is and what threats
they present to your success or to your continued existence

¢ Understanding your strengths and weaknesses

¢ Understanding the opportunities offered by learning how
best-in-class organizations operate and incorporating some
of their practices into your own

I have recommended using the Information Process Maturity
Model to assist with this analysis. The IPMM helps you exam-
ine your strengths and weaknesses in light of a model that
reflects the processes and practices used by highly skilled infor-
mation-development organizations. The key practices high-
lighted in the IPMM represent those activities that will
significantly contribute to your achieving consistently high and
repeatable quality in the information products you develop.

In a complete assessment, I also recommend that you
accompany the process-maturity assessment with a study of
your customers’ needs (field studies, surveys, focus groups, and
others), a benchmarking study of your most significant com-
petitors, and possibly a heuristic analysis of your products.

¢ The customer study will tell you if you are meeting your
customers’ information needs, and if not, how you might
begin to improve.

4 A competitive benchmarking will give you information
about the work being done by your competitors.

4 A heuristic evaluation of your information products by
outside experts will tell you how well your work conforms
to the most innovative design principles and practices in

the field.

Armed with this understanding and adding to it information

about trends in information development for the future, you

will be prepared to develop a sound strategic plan. Remember
the critical steps:

4 Establish the goals that you must achieve to be successful.

4 Create measurable objectives that will enable you to deter-
mine if you have achieved your goals.

4 Develop working strategies (specific things to be done)
that will move you step-by-step toward your objectives.

¢ Create working committees and have them develop spe-
cific action plans to put the strategies into place.

Charles Breuninger’s discussion of the process used at Dupont
to develop their strategic plan, included in the November 1977
issue of Technical communication will give you the details you
need to create your plan from your assessment.

Strategic planning is no longer an option for an informa-
tion-development organization that hopes to survive and thrive
in the current climate of downsizing and outsourcing. Informa-
tion developers must prove the value of their products and their
organizations and demonstrate that they are aligned with cor-
porate goals and objectives. Use strategic planning both as a
tool to improve your organization and as a sign that you are
willing to look closely at the old and comfortable ways of work-
ing and make significant quality and process improvements.
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