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Government as an Enterprise:
Finding a Place to Stand
Archimedes said "Give me a place to stand and with a lever I will move the whole world."  The challenges of managing a modern government often appear to be no less daunting.  As government has taken on a more activist role in modern society, its business processes have expanded, and have become more interrelated and complex. Increasingly, administrators and their political masters are asking themselves how to ensure and optimize the policy coherence and operational integrity of the entire enterprise of government.  Can this be done from the point of view of a single domain such as the technological (or HR) infrastructure?  Indeed, can any single domain provide strategic direction?  Today we have many levers; however, where is the place to stand from within modern government?  This paper argues for the need for a central focus to develop, maintain and communicate a common view of the business processes of government. 
A frame of reference that is becoming popular within Government circles has been to view the full range of government functions and services as a single enterprise.  Some would go so far as to argue that the single enterprise encompasses all levels of government combined, - federal, provincial, municipal, - and that the various jurisdictions should be sharing common infrastructure, systems and approaches.  Indeed, a growing number of “solutions” that have been implemented are inter-jurisdictional in nature (the much-maligned Firearms registry comes to mind).  In addition there is much sharing of knowledge, standards and practices among the officials from the various levels of government in Canada.  However within the federal public service accountabilities remain intensely vertical in nature, with individual Departments accountable to specific ministers, and the efforts to create common or shared solutions have been very trying and the results incremental at best.  

An interesting observation is that within Canada at least, efforts at “streamlining”, or “getting government right”, have uniquely been undertaken within the administrative and service domains of the enterprise, leaving the policy areas largely untouched.   For one, the public policy processes themselves are largely absent from these reform initiatives (except for the odd “consultation” website, which are typically created as information–sharing vehicles).  As well, the initiatives themselves have been largely undertaken outside the main thrust of public policy discussions, such as security or health care.  The most visible recent federal initiative, Government on Line, was geared to bringing online the major services offered by the federal Government, while the current discussions to create a shared services infrastructure among departments are focussed uniquely on internal corporate services.  The interface with “policies” is essentially limited to those strictly needed to enable these specific service initiatives, such as security standards and the development of a common look and feel for government web sites.
It has become something of a sport to analyze why Government can’t seem to achieve the levels of efficiency and effectiveness that characterize private sector enterprises.  Whether it is the high rate of failure for large projects or examples of overstaffing, duplication and poor service in the delivery of Government programs, there is a ready acceptance in the public mind that Government can’t seem to operate in a “businesslike” manner.  Yet, surveys of recent users or recipients of government services reveal a high rate of satisfaction with the services actually received relative to their experiences with private sector providers.   Students of public administration tend to respond that Government operates in a unique policy environment not susceptible to the same measures of performance as the private sector.  In other words, the business of government is not business.  The business processes of government are aimed at the achievement of policy objectives, often in deliberate conflict with traditional measures of economic efficiency.
Nevertheless, we would argue that Governments at all levels have been underperforming relative to their potential for some time, and public administrations in general have not achieved the efficiencies that could be expected based on the scale of operations.  The root cause, in our view, has been a failure to date for government to integrate its efforts to align its operations – the delivery of programs and services - with its core business processes – the creation of public policy, which in turn drives operations.  As long as the integration of its external service interface or of internal corporate services is dealt with as stand-alone initiatives - rather than being tied directly to overarching public policy objectives - they will fail to engender the buy-in from departments that is necessary to succeed.  That is not to say that there will be no movement towards more rational and integrated delivery models; rather, progress will be extremely slow and difficult.  

Modernizing public administration involves more than introducing modern management practices and systems.  It also involves developing a shared view of the purposes of government, – its policy objectives - and of its multifaceted business processes.  Just as a firm needs to have an integrated view of its business processes which could range, say, from research and development, to marketing, sales, production, and after-sales service, and its mandate, e.g profit for shareholders and customer satisfaction, so too must the public sector have a similar view of the business of government.  Such views generally allow the enterprise to distinguish between its “core” processes and those that are peripheral to its mandate and which may be more efficiently obtained from external providers.  It also enables the identification of opportunities for sharing common processes, whether these are provided from within the firm or outsourced.  

The same principles enunciated above, namely the need to tie operational improvement efforts more closely with public policy objectives, apply equally to the management of information and communications technologies, the almost-literal backbone of modern government operations.   Thus, within government operations, the management of information and communications technologies requires the development of a coherent and consistent description of government processes in order to develop and maintain automated systems; this view is often referred to as an architecture.  
Typically, though, references are made to multiple architectures - one for each domain of IT, such as security, network, etc.  Indeed, the possibility of developing a single integrated view becomes even more remote when multiple integrative conceptual frameworks are allowed to coexist, such as business architecture and information architecture.   Those involved with the operations of a business, often describe their views of government processes as business process models, and efforts to change it dramatically are referred to business process re-engineering.  Without a closer tie-in with public policy objectives, coherence is easily lost. 
Within Government, senior administrators are calling for greater policy coherence, which means not only a greater alignment among the multitude of government policies, but also attending to possible adverse impacts of one policy initiative on another policy objective. This desired policy coherence must be more closely tied to operational imperatives, as discussed earlier.     
Although the taxonomies may differ, there is general recognition that the organization of Government along departmental and program lines tends to impede rather than facilitate the execution of horizontal initiatives.  Government has responded situationally, rather than systemically to the need for a central focus to guide such initiatives.  Broad government objectives tend to be parsed into specific projects with relatively narrow sets of objectives.  Narrower (and smaller) initiatives are seen as less risky, and having greater chances to succeed, and frankly also better align with the management accountability structures within the public service.  The result, however, is an environment characterized by a multitude of horizontal programs and initiatives, each operating within its own governance structure and funding authorities without necessarily being viewed within the same lens of public policy.    
So who “owns”, or is responsible for providing direction to, the business processes, or architecture, of government?  The top official, the Clerk of the Privy Council, is not operationally directed.   Elsewhere in government, there are chiefs of IT, HR, Finance Science and of other horizontal domains, none of whom reports directly to the Clerk.  Many – but not all – of these officials (who are often compared to “C” level executives in the private sector) do report to the Secretary of the Treasury Board.  Unlike the corporation, there is no natural forum, such as an executive committee, for these C-level executives to discuss and steer the business of government.  The most senior level departmental administrators are focussed on managing the interfaces with political leaders, and operationalizing policy within their own departments.  Indeed, the Treasury Board’s recently-issued Management Accountability Framework reinforces the vertical responsibilities within departments.  
What is needed is a central focus for identifying and maintaining the architecture, business processes, and policy coherence of Government. For purposes of simplicity, think of this as a common architecture, on the understanding that its scope is much broader than simply the automated systems.   The central unit need not develop the architecture; rather the process of identifying, describing and providing common nomenclature to the processes would be a huge step forward.  The development of new processes can be left to the areas of program responsibilities provided there is a mechanism to ensure that they are coherent and consistent.  

At present there is no single position within the federal government that has this role; although the federal CIO office has many of these responsibilities (and has been drawn on occasion to develop whole-of-government views in order to implement its programs of change, such as GOL or shared services).   However, because of its responsibilities for oversight of the Government’s IT infrastructure and standard-setting the federal CIO approaches the issues mainly from an IT perspective.  Although its leadership role in steering the GOL agenda forced it to examine more closely and identify the opportunities for business process integration within the domain of service delivery, it came at these issues from a decidedly IT perspective.  This has been an impediment in achieving understanding and buy-in from the managers of the business processes, and as noted earlier, the policy areas are still completely left out of the dialogue. 
These issues are not unique to the federal government, nor are they unique to Canada.  Similar issues are being faced, mainly by provincial and state administrations, in Canada, the US and Australia.  It is not surprising that it is at the state/provincial level that the traditional role of CIO is being most challenged, since it is these jurisdictions which tend to have the greatest responsibilities for actual service delivery.  This is where the “rubber” of services hits the “road” of IT.   In many of these jurisdictions the government has established a separate function for the Chief Technology Officer (CTO), often reporting to a separate ministry than the CIO.  The CIO role becomes increasingly focussed on the business of government, although it is only in rare instances that the business is defined more broadly than the delivery of specific entitlement and other services to citizens.  It is often the case that success in integrating services depends as much on the personality of the CIO as on his or her organizational mandate.  
Thus, it is the definition of the CIO role itself that needs to be revisited.  It may not be too early to identify “best practices” from some of the emerging trends.  The first that we would put forward is that a sine qua non, or foundation piece, is the development and maintenance of a common business architecture that provides for a common vocabulary and taxonomy of the business of Government.  This architecture needs to be comprehensive and embrace all the major business processes and policy objectives of a modern government.  The language needs to be accessible not only to IT workers but also to the leaders and managers responsible for the business operations and policy development.  

Second, the creation of a CTO function (or Chief Infrastructure Officer) is needed to enable the CIO to focus on the government process architecture.  Also, the CIO needs to report as close to the centre or heart of government as possible; a senior level position within the management board would be helpful, as would the sponsorship by a senior cabinet-level government official.  The CIO should be positioned outside a specific domain such as IT or Finance, however.  Since the title of CIO is rooted in the IT domain, it is also important to establish a new title, preferably one that resonates with the main line business processes of public administration, such as policy development.  In the balance of this paper we will refer to the position as Chief Government Architect (CGA), although we recognize that this title may be too “techie” to be usable.  
As steward of the business process of government, the CGA will be a key player within the management board of Government in managing changes to business processes.  Initially, at least, it could focus on only larger changes (over a certain financial threshold) that affect more than one department.  The CGA would identify linkages across programs and departments and measure (and publish) performance.  

Governance of process development, change and maintenance needs to be anchored in the core domains.  However, the explicit creation of a CGA function also needs to be seen within the context of the entire departmental structure, or machinery of government.  What are the other key horizontal domains and C-level positions?  Should they have operational responsibilities?  How would they relate to the various government departments, and especially to the central agencies?  How would the CGA relate to other central C-level officers, each responsible for sustaining a subset of government architecture? How would the CGA relate to the CTO and departmental CIOs/CTOs?
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