How to Leverage Information Technology to Develop a Competitive Advantage
What did Ford do in 1913, Wal-mart repeat in 1978, and Amazon.com replicate in 1995? They leveraged technology to create a competitive advantage.  Ford revolutionized automobile manufacturing by introducing the moving assembly line.  Wal-mart quickly left Kmart behind by tracking sales data to reduce inventory miscalculations. Amazon.com changed the way people purchased books because of the unique experience the internet offered book lovers.  In each case, the company reviewed its business processes, implemented the best available technology, and leapt to the front of its industry.
As business becomes more computerized, thoughtfully developing your information technology (IT) is the best way to develop an advantage.  In order to leverage IT, organizations not only need the best technology and employees with the skills to use it, they also often need to transition IT operations from reactive to proactive. 

Reactive IT operations are characterized by:
· Unexpected problems with organizational impact
· An inability to focus on anything other than fixing what’s broken

· An inability to keep up with the business at it grows and changes 

· Unpredictable costs with no guarantee of improvement
· A reluctance to change because of the fear of going from bad to worse 
· Long hours and high turnover

As a result, there isn’t the time, money, or capability to identify and implement new technology relevant to the business - much less focus on end user training and support.
For example, a lending organization found itself with reactive IT operations.  Their email system failed several times over the course of three months. The third outage lasted several days and required third-party personnel to work round the clock to resolve it.  The internal IT team had been meaning to overhaul the email system, but urgent, daily activities prevented the overhaul from occurring in a timely, controlled manner.  The emergency repair cost, lost email, and hampered ability to work were the catalysts for transitioning their IT operations from reactive to proactive.  Now that they are proactive, they are investigating ways to increase the number of loans they process by 20% without adding staff.  Their information systems are now a springboard for improvements rather than a weight holding them back.
To transition to proactive IT operations, companies need to:  
· Stabilize the Environment
Identify critical problems, such as slow application responses and unreliable site to site connections. Develop cost-effective solutions for each problem. Implement solutions in a controlled manner to ensure solutions aren’t as disruptive as the original problems. Bring in additional resources so problems can be eliminated quickly without falling behind on day to day support. Send a message to employees that their time is valuable and that you have a plan for making technology work for them instead of against them.
  

· Implement Preventative Measures
Once the environment is stable, implement a monitoring system and preventative maintenance program to catch problems before they affect the whole company.
 

· Standardize and Systematize Operations
Implement standard, vendor-supported, mainstream hardware and software.  This streamlines purchasing, speeds up troubleshooting, and improves compatibility.  Create support procedures, document network configurations, and review support information to ensure quality support in a timely manner regardless of who is providing the assistance.  Implement tools such as remote support and service management applications to speed up support. Automate tasks such as contract and warranty renewals to prevent last-minute surprises. 
· Plan and Budget 

Develop plans to regularly upgrade and replace systems.  This allows you to minimize problems, maximize staff efficiency, predict costs, and pay for improvements when you choose to as opposed to when you have to.
Long-term business success often hinges on being able to create a competitive advantage. One of the primary ways to develop an advantage is to make effective use of technology.  Currently, this involves allocating resources to have the best IT and employees with the skills to use it as well as transitioning IT operations from reactive to proactive.  Integrating new technology into your business processes can give you the edge on your competition.  When done right, this can propel you to a leadership position in your market.
