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Project Title:
Information Management as a Strategic Decision Making Tool

“I have been delighted with the progress of this project to date and the way in which the University community has reacted to it. At a Senior Management Group meeting earlier this year it was clear that there was strong buy-in to the concepts of the project and a real readiness across the Organisation to make more strategic use of critical management information. This project will underpin our management of the admissions cycle through 2007/2008, and significantly streamline our planning and decision making process. I congratulate Andrew McCreath on the success of this project”

Professor R M Pittilo, Principal of the Robert Gordon University
Methodology

In order to improve the quality and speed of decision making across the institution the project set out to deliver the initial implementation of an Information Management System that would provide professional business support services to all decision makers, enabling them to make decisions based on fact. The project developed a comprehensive set of business requirements for a system to forecast student numbers, income and resource allocation. This was achieved through a series of workshops and modelling sessions involving a working group drawn from a cross-section of the institution. The information system would be based around portal and data warehousing technologies and would also provide a degree of scenario planning. In addition, parallel, initiatives were also undertaken to improve the quality of the underlying data. Over time the intention is to extend the information system to cover applications, offers, conversion rates and student progression, retention and withdrawal rates.
What Worked Well

The widely inclusive nature of the requirements gathering ensured that feedback was received at strategic and operational levels across both academic and non-academic areas. This, combined with the subsequent low level data collection, analysis and modelling, led to an extremely comprehensive requirements specification.
The parallel initiative to improve data quality constantly re-enforced achievement and awareness of the project and mitigated against possible complaints that the forecasting development wasn’t progressing quickly enough.
Prototyping of the proposed student forecasting tool generated significant interest and enthusiasm and aided understanding by providing something tangible to which staff could relate.

Communication – Using numerous and, where possible, existing channels e.g. a project web site, news items, the University magazine, reports and presentations to established committees etc.
From Strategy to Embedding
The strategic goal of the project was to deliver evidence based decision making.  The analysis phase of the project highlighted poor access to good internal and external information as a current limiting factor along with the lengthy process required to deliver baseline student numbers from which to forecast.  Whilst the project is not yet fully implemented we can say that the delivery of the student forecasting tool and data warehouse will provide instant access to baseline student numbers and the previous 3 year trends. It will also provide access to corresponding external data thus enabling RGU to shift to a culture of analysis and challenge. 

What Worked Less Well

Projects are managed via a modified PRINCE2 methodology. The Project Board comprised the University Principal and a sub-set of the Executive Group. Whilst this met the objective of raising the profile of the project, diary scheduling became difficult and alternative approaches to a formal Project Board had to be adopted.
Impact on the Organisation

Full impact will come early 2008, but already this project has achieved a recognition of the need for data quality, clear processes and decisions. Full benefits will be the ability of staff to more easily make clear evidence based decisions:-

· Proactive management of resources making use of early indicators.

· Evidence based & timely decision making on course management.

· Improved monitoring of actual performance against target, leading to action.
· Development of an inclusive planning process where Schools and Faculties take ownership of targets.

Lessons Learnt

Executive level commitment does not equate easily to Executive level involvement due simply to diary pressures.
Projects are more likely to gain institutional acceptance if they can deliver benefits incrementally and to different levels of stakeholder.

· Try to deliver benefits (no matter how small) to as many stakeholders as possible.
· Quick wins provide a sense of achievement

Be creative in the methods you employ to ensure appropriate staff involvement and continuing commitment. Find ways of translating ideas into tangibles in order to gain staff interest and aid understanding e.g. prototyping.

In order to take advantage of technology you must also review the associated business processes and be prepared to re-invent them.

Change management projects cannot be looked at in isolation

Although the project will place far more information in the hands of decision makers, training, support and empowerment will be required to lead to evidence based decision making. 
Andrew McCreath,


Director of Information Technology
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