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Abstract. Almost all change management guidance emphasizes that without senior management commit​ment, true change is difficult or impossible. Yet little guidance is available that describes in detailed terms what actions senior managers must take to demon​strate such commitment. This paper draws on the author’s experiences in change management (prima​rily in imple​menting capability models) to discuss what senior man​agement commitment means in prac​tice. Senior mana​gers must understand and then act upon five principles. Senior managers establish a com​mon vision of an im​proved organization, demon​strate their commitment by actions that are taken “in the heat of battle,” engage other managers, provide resources, and actively address organizational incom​petence. Examples are given of actions that demon​strate strong commitment and of actions that convey a different message. Change pro​grams are most likely to succeed when the commit​ment is strong and clear.

Why improve processes?

If a company is presently profitable, why change? Why invest in process improvement when that only adds to the overhead rate? The answer is survi​val, in a world that is constantly changing. Competi​tors are discover​ing better ways to work that produce higher quality pro​ducts, faster, at a lower cost. Com​panies that don’t do the same will be out of the game in a few years. Process improvement is an important means to an end of busi​​ness improvement or im​prove​​ment of project perfor​mance. 

In the government-contracting arena, where many large system development efforts are concen​trated, the government also is beginning to demand not only good processes that are likely to get the govern​ment good products reliably, but also continu​ously improving pro​cesses. In search of better con​trolled programs and better products, the government is asking for increasing levels of compli​ance with capability models such as the Capability Maturity Model® for Software (SW-CMM®
) [SEI 1993] and now the Capability Maturity Model, Inte​grated (CMMI®) [SEI 2000]. Companies that wish to win or retain gov​​ern​ment contracts are finding that they must demonstrate process improve​ment based on these capability models.

For these reasons, many organizations establish process improvement efforts. The investment is size​able, so it is important to attend to success factors such as senior management commitment.

Why are senior managers important in process improvement?

Senior managers set the tone for the organization as a whole. Senior management attention makes things hap​​pen. Senior management actions are both overt and behind the scenes. 

Overt actions include allocation of resources: how large an overhead rate is the manager willing to accept in order to fund process improvement? A low overhead rate will make winning contracts more likely in the short run, but a process improvement effort of substance can make the company more sur​vivable in the long run. 

Priorities also are both overt and unstated. Al​though overt priorities drive initial actions, un​stated priorities determine what really happens over the long term. On what does the senior manager follow through? What incentives does the manager place in subordi​nates’ performance review plans? On what activities does the manager demand status during pro​gram and organizational reviews? Are there financial reviews discussing immediate profits and losses with​out follow through on more strategic items such as the progress of process improvement? If so, eventu​ally the organiza​tion’s attention and resources end up in the tactical arena, and improvement efforts suffer.

In summary, the senior manager has to do more than just fund process improvement appropriately. The senior manager must also insist on change at the top levels (in his or her own work, as well as the work of his or her direct reports) and maintain such attention over the long term.

Why is senior management commitment difficult to get?

In general, senior managers have wide-ranging res​pon​sibilities necessarily involving long work weeks. Some 

have little energy available to invest in pre​venting pro​blems when the typical work day involves resolving crisis after crisis. The amount of senior man​age​ment attention available to any single effort, such as process improvement, is often small. 

A second reason is that the return on investment (ROI) for process improvement is not easy to cal​culate, nor are there accepted industry predictions [Sheard 2000]. Resource allocation to such efforts as imple​menta​tion of new technologies or determination of new of pricing and marketing strategies may be more easily justified financially than investment in process im​prove​ment. It is diffi​cult to get commitment when the benefits are unclear.

An additional reason is that no one has specified what the senior management role in technical process improvement should be. As a result, some managers believe they can simply direct achievement of a capa​bility level by a date and then depend on a suffici​ently loyal group of “team players” below them to make the required improvement happen.
 If incen​tives are large enough, some managers believe, improvement will happen as much as three to ten times as fast as industry averages.

Finally, most senior managers do not even know that they are contributing to organizational defenses that lead to incompetence. The entire culture teaches skill in face-saving and sidestepping, actions that pre​vent addressing threatening or embarrassing topics in an effective way. Any manager directing change is likely to run up against the consequences of such defen​ses, name​ly inexplicable lack of progress. Process im​prov​e​ment requires direct attention to needed change. Since needed change can be embar​ras​sing or threat​en​ing, a pattern of skilled organi​za​tional defenses can make improve​ment difficult or impossible.

How to overcome these problems is the focus of this paper. While there will not be more time for sen​ior managers, judiciously placed attention will reap re​wards. A consistent set of management actions will re​in​force and energize the process improve​ment effort. The next sections list specific behaviors that will demon​​​strate commitment and enable process improve​ment programs to suc​ceed.

Principles of Senior Management Commitment

Five principles will be discussed, with exam​ples of how the principle can be either supported or sub​verted by senior management actions. These princi​​ples were derived from a decade of experience with process improvement in systems engineering. The actions shown below as “don’ts” were performed in one or more actual organizations that recognized negative consequences as a result. The actions shown as “do’s” were usually performed in one or more orga​nizations with positive results, although occa​sion​ally the lesson was based instead on avoiding the negatives. Consequences of performing the “don’ts” are also shown.

These actions are grouped into the following princi​ples:

· Establish a common vision of an improved organi​zation 

· Encourage other managers to take process im​prove​ment seriously

· Support the process group in word and deed

· Provide resources 

· Actively address organizational incompetence

Principle 1. Establish a common vision of an improved organization

To ensure that the organization achieves its objec​tives, a senior manager must communicate what those objec​tives are, what the organization will look like when they have been achieved, and how they will be met. Especi​ally hard to see is how processes will be improved when there are so many crises in getting work done. A senior manager must know the long-range goal, conti​nu​​ally respect it, and com​municate that the rest of the organization must do so as well. 

Part of the long-range goal should be to become more competitive by improving customer satisfac​tion, product quality, and efficiency of the processes used to create the products. Capability models exist to help orga​nizations mature their processes to such goals. However, if the manager focuses instead on the benefits of getting the “stamp of approval” repre​sented by a matur​ity level, the organization will take shortcuts comparable to a “crash diet” to get the appro​​​val. All the benefits of such a diet will disap​pear after achieving such a goal. A certificate on a wall means little when customers see missed hand​offs, poor handling of requests, and longer cycle times than the competition.

Examples of actions that help and hurt establish​ment of a common organizational vision are given in Table 1.

	
	DO
	DON’T
	CONSEQUENCES

	1a
	Establish and communicate a long range plan.
	Address only near-term objectives.
	Lose customers and profit in the long run.

	1b
	Establish a vision of how process improvement initiatives work together to support business goals, strategies, and future growth.
	Expect practitioners to figure out how these efforts interact for themselves. (Practitioners must respond to people from different efforts asking for simul​​​taneous and possibly conflicting changes.)
	Conflicting decisions made; organization may not achieve any objec​tives.

	1c
	Establish reasonable priorities for improvement initiatives (get feedback and provide continuing guidance).
	Demand that programs satisfy con​flict​ing priorities of optimum program cost and schedule, as well as cooper​ate with improvement initiatives.
	Process improvement falters or fails.

	1d
	Focus on improving product quality, process effectiveness, efficiency, and predictability, and customer satis​faction. Focus secondarily on the levels as indicators of pro​gress. “An assessment is not an end point, it is a checkpoint” [Webster 2001].
	Focus on achieving the levels, and plan to redirect process improvement resources once the level is achieved. “We must achieve Level 3 in December.”
	Fail to achieve product quality and process effectiveness. Will get cynical work​force. May fail to make level due to im​plemen​tation shortcuts.

	1e
	Require processes to be flexible, to meet busi​ness needs.
	Require processes to be rigid, to pass an auditor’s requirements.
	Rigid processes are not efficient.

	1f
	Establish an attitude of attributing problems to process ineffectiveness or inefficiency.
	Allow blame to fall on the people performing the process.
	Atmosphere feels threatening, morale suffers.


Table 1.Visionary Actions

Principle 2. Encourage Other Managers to Take Process Improvement Seriously

Lead by example. If a senior manager doesn’t prac​tice process improve​ment, neither will the rest of the organ​ization. Such efforts may result in loss of all the inves​ted money plus a lot of credibility. Future pro​cess improvement efforts then will be more diffi​cult to ini​tiate. Is process improve​ment important enough to force on direct reports? If not, don’t start. If so, use whatever persu​asion is required. Show by chang​ing your own work that this is possible and impor​tant: 

· Move from unorganized, reactive activities to organized activities.

· Frequently remind employees at all levels of the primary purpose of their work and of how im​proved processes will benefit the organization.

· Reduce promises to peers and customers that are difficult to achieve, such as achievement of a Level faster than industry averages.

· Commit significant time to the process improve​ment program, and demand the same of your direct reports.

· Decide whether to fund additional requests, par​ticularly requests for more process improvement staff, tools, and training, without breaking the bank or breaking the improve​ment effort.

· Recognize resistance to change and continue to address it.

Overcome resistance. Some ways to provide con​tinuing pressure against resistance are as follows: 

· Celebrate and share success. Meet with success​ful areas of your company and invite them to share their lessons.

· Require resistant managers to report progress in process improvement actions in their groups.

· Move managers who refuse to change into non-management positions.

As noted in [Ibrahim 2000], the FAA put process-improvement-related performance objectives into the goals of every related manager. Such actions send an important message.

	
	DO
	DON’T
	CONSEQUENCES

	2a
	Put process improvement goals in your own performance objectives, and respect process in your own work.
	Make exceptions for your own work because “this is a crisis.”
	Increase resistance and cynicism.

	2b
	Put process improvement goals into perform​ance objectives of your direct reports and their direct reports.
	Judge intermediate managers only on deliverables and product-related milestones. 
	Get results on deliver​ables but not on process improvement.

	2c
	Require programs to add process improvement goals to project plans.
	Require process improvement status only from the process group.
	Programs don’t co​operate, and process improvements are not implemented.

	2d
	Make accommodations to support process improvement on programs.
	Expect programs to add process improvement to current tasks without changing budgets, schedules, or overhead.
	Process improvement effort does not progress.

	2e
	Provide news of successes and setbacks, lessons learned, and commitments.
	Create a unique process, deny problems so they won’t taint a successful image, and update past plans to equal the actuals.
	Processes become less efficient, not more.


Table 2. Actions Encouraging Other Managers to Take Process Improvement Seriously

Some senior managers believe that immature pro​c​esses must result from a deficiency in their tech​nical staff. They believe if engineers learn better en​gi​neering, the proc​esses will become mature. Unfor​tunately, as Deming suggested [Deming 1994], most engineers cannot change ineffective operational systems. It takes managers to change the systems so the engineers can do the good work that the systems currently prevent them from doing. In this case, systemic problems may include lack of understanding of roles and respon​sibilities, missed handoffs of work, errors causing rework, unrealistic schedules, and overly optimistic project plans. 

Actions to encourage other managers to take process improvement seriously are shown in Table 2.


Principle 3. Support Process Group
in Word and Deed

Process improvement goals, such as defining and per​forming disciplined processes, achieving repeat​ability and predictability of work, improving produc​tivity and customer satisfaction, and decreasing cycle time, may seem obviously beneficial. However, it is not enough to state the goals. A manager also must act in accordance with them. Although a manager may strongly believe in pro​cess improvement, the rest of the organization may be skep​tical unless continuing unambi​guous actions demonstrate such good beliefs. If the manager’s actions conflict with the talk, the organization will believe the actions rather than the talk. Table 3 shows actions that constitute strong support for how process improvement is viewed and practiced. 

Principle 4. Provide Resources

Some managers ask how much money they will need to spend to get to Level X in six months. Recogni​tion that an investment is needed is good, but it takes time to determine the needed changes, time to imple​ment the changes, and, especially, time to ensure that the chan​ges have taken hold. One team leader pushed back on sen​ior managers demanding faster process defini​tion: “We’ve done it quick and dirty a number of times be​fore. Are we going to do it right this time?” By refusing to accept an arbitrary and impossible schedule, this team leader took a position at some risk to his own repu​​tation as a team player, but obtained managers’ acceptance of his more realistic schedule. 

Table 4 shows actions that provide resources.

	
	DO
	DON’T
	CONSEQUENCES

	3a
	Visibly support process improvement (publicize meeting announcements, and provide posters, banners, mugs, tee shirts, or buttons periodi​cally).
	Put the process team in substandard, out-of-the-way facilities, and ask them not to bother practi​tioners who are busy with “real work.”
	Process improvement is not implemented, and improvement goals are not met; processes are not usable.

	3b
	Check in regularly on process team accom​plishments and issues.
	Ignore process team when things seem smooth.
	Problems fester and grow; enthusiasm wanes.

	3c
	Encourage process team to tell bad news truth​fully, and then act on that news.
	Put pressure on the process team to get the results you want, and “don’t bother me with problems.”
	Problems fester; late-notice surprises occur.

	3d
	Expect resistance; expect to resolve roadblocks to progress.
	Expect your management team to resolve prob​lems among themselves.
	Hidden problems become noticed late.

	3e
	When the customer wants to push through a change without following the newly instituted change process, discuss the matter with the customer and explain why the process must be followed.
	Let the project team handle it or direct the project team to go around the process “just this once.” 
	Experience increased resistance and cyni​cism; undo the organi​zation’s commit​ment to new processes.

	3f
	When estimates come in higher than expected, review the basis of estimate.
	When estimates come in higher than expected, cut them arbitrarily.
	Processes are neither repeatable nor predic​table.

	3g
	Measure organization today and improvement from that baseline.
	Set expectations based on the tech​nical strength you know you have compared to your competitors.
	Expecta​tions are unrealistic; goals are not met.


Table 3. Actions That Visibly Support Process Improvement Team

Principle 5. Actively address organizational incompetence

Culture change. One of the most difficult change man​agement challen​ges is changing an inef​fective culture. Usually there are a great number of unspoken and even undiscussable assumptions and assertions. For decades Chris Argyris of Harvard Business School has studied how managers protect other managers from events that could be interpreted as embarrassing or threatening [Argyris 1990, Argy​ris 2000]. Their actions, called “sidestepping,” regu​larly defeat any attempt at change. An adaptation of Argy​ris’ resolutions to this problem, for the case of imple​menting process improvements, is provided here.  

Skilled incompetence. Argyris defines as “skilled incompetence” what is often called corporate “cul​ture.” To be perceived as winners, managers find ways to protect others, especially their peers and super​iors, from situ​ations that are embarrassing or threatening. Over time managers evolve techniques that sidestep difficult issues, filter their thoughts, make unjustified and untes​ted (and often unflattering) attri​butions about others, presume a culture of pretending, and perpetuate this culture. Unfortunately, such maneu​vers pre​vent addres​sing the causes of organizational ineffec​tiveness and thus prevent improvement.

Much real change is impossible unless senior managers real​ize that much of what is really going on is considered not discussable, and start to discuss it any​way. Table 5 lists some concrete actions managers can take.

	
	DO
	DON’T
	CONSEQUENCES

	4a
	Recognize that improvement requires an investment. There will be a brief loss of productivity as people learn a new way of working.
	Minimize expenditures by minimizing the number of people involved and the hours allocated. Expect immediate return on the investment.
	Processes are not implemented or not institutionalized; return on investment is lacking.

	4b
	Allocate substantial budget for improvement work (up to 3-4 % of engineering staffing).
	Allocate budget for assessments, but expect improvement between assess​ments to be free.
	Assessment findings remain the same on subsequent assess​ment

	4c
	Staff the program with senior, respected engineers familiar with the organization and its processes. 
	Staff the organization with people you can’t suitably employ on direct charge numbers.
	Effort is not credible, progress is not made, and processes are not usable.

	4d
	When a customer doesn’t want to pay for quality assurance on this program, locate alternate funds such as over​head to staff the work.
	Allow programs to delete substantial portions of processes that the com​pany has determined are necessary.
	Quality, effici​ency, and satisfaction do not improve.

	4e
	Plan for assessment periods, reduce conflicts with parallel activities, and encourage participa​tion (assessments are an organizational effort).
	Expect that priorities and time demands in an assessment period can be localized or minimized.
	Difficult assessment; failure to discover issues; unsuccessful at achieving rating.

	4f
	Provide facilities: war room, assessment facilities, process asset database servers, and software.
	Skimp on facilities and tools.
	Application of pro​cess is clumsy and process improve​ment is inefficient.

	4g
	Train the process improvement staff in process engineering.
	Expect senior technical people to know how to document and imple​ment processes without training.
	False steps and rework.


Table 4. Actions That Provide Resources 

	
	DO
	DON’T
	CONSEQUENCES

	5a
	Read Argyris references.
	Remain naïve about organizational incompetence.
	Inadvertently make problems worse.

	5b
	Check your own mental processing. (“Am I assuming something that may not be true?”)
	Attribute negative attitudes to others without testing the attributions. (“He doesn’t want me to say what the real problem is.”) 
	Do not gather sufficient knowledge to determine best actions.

	5c
	Ask others, “What do the other people do or say that makes you think that?” and “Have you checked this with them?”
	Allow attributions to remain untested. (“The support people would never allow that.”)
	Real issues cannot be addressed; problems seem fixed but recur.

	5d
	Slow down, in order to identify thought processes.
	Rush through thought processes.
	Gloss over important concerns.

	5e
	Require differences of opinion to be discussed in real time, in the public forum.
	Discuss uncomfortable concepts only one-on-one, in meeting breaks, or afterward.
	Meetings are useless; charges of politicking abound.

	5f
	Insist, “I can hear threatening or embarrassing ideas. I really want this place to improve.”
	Allow one-sided face-saving and protective maneuvers.
	Real issues cannot be determined or addressed. 

	5g
	Address discomfort and then bring the group back to the rational.
	Ignore emotions. Pretend discomfort does not exist.
	Emotions interfere with rational behavior.


Table 5. Actions That Address Organizational Incompetence

Some additional examples of process improve​ment recommen​dations related to side-stepping and face saving are as follows: 

· The Rosy-Schedule Syndrome.
 A senior mana​ger insists on hearing sched​ules that are not real​istic. She doesn’t want others to know that the end date will slip, for fear that they will slack off, and yet by insisting on unreal schedules she loses credi​bility, causes resentment, and causes managers to keep one schedule to show others plus a secret real sche​dule. Instead the man​ager should check her attri​bution that others will slack off if told reality and reaf​firm the need to accomplish the improve​ment. 

· The Shoot-the-Messenger Syndrome. When pro​ject managers and senior engineers who are interviewed during an assessment fear repercus​sions for telling the truth, this indicates a culture that makes improvement very diffi​cult. The sen​ior manager should personally invite, listen to, and act on the information obtained, without attri​bution and certainly without retribution. 

· The No-Dirty-Laundry Syndrome. Taking po​tentially embarrassing comments off line makes meet​ings into a show where only “safe topics” can be discussed. These meetings cease to pro​vide val​u​able sharing of information on sensitive topics. A man​ager should suggest to the person who brought up the topic off line that it be dis​cussed with the group instead.

Conclusions

Activities of senior managers can make or break a pro​cess improvement effort. Senior managers must under​stand and internalize the types of behaviors that will affect process improvement. Visionary action will con​vince the senior manager’s peers and sub​ordinate mana​gers to support the effort as well. This support comes both as word and deed: the manager must ver​bally sup​port the effort but also must do what it takes to be sure resistance forces can​not derail the effort. Final​ly, senior man​agers will need to act as example, visi​bly changing their own behavior in accordance with the gui​dance given to others.
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This paper is dedicated to the memory of William R. “Bill” Allder, Jr. (1950-2005) of the National Imagery and Mapping Agency (now the National Geospatial-Intelligence Agency).  Bill was the inspiration behind this paper, in that as a con​sultant I have met many senior man​agers who were not particularly good supporters of process improve​ment, but until I had the privilege of con​sulting for Bill, I had not worked from the beginning with the opposite: someone who did everything right.  Bill was enthusiastic from the first meeting: “You don’t need to sell me on the need for this, just tell me how it has to happen and what you need me to do.”  And he did what needed to be done.
 (May 2005)

� Capability Maturity Model® and CMM® are registered in the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office. CMMISM is a service mark of Carnegie Mellon University.


� Note that these managers are trying to achieve a maturity above Level 1 by demanding “hero” beha�vior, which is a Level 1 characteristic! This is an instance where senior managers must change their own behavior.


� Thanks to Larry Pohlmann for the syndrome names.
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