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Accountability Planning
As a Strategic Tool
For Change
By Simone Himbeault Taylor, Kerin McQuaid Borland, and Eric L. Dey

One of the signatures of effective leadership is to manage by fact. At minimum, credible data

can be used for internal planning, accountabiiity assessment, and strategic purposes.

To obtain more-telling information about its clients-and the services they use-the career

planning and placement department (CP&P) at the University of Michigan-Ann Arbor spear-

headed an ambitious project: the development of a data management system to facilitate service
delivery.

This article recounts the development of the system, providing the context for data manage-

ment and desclibing the issues associated with building and implementing a data model, the

anticipated-and unexpected-outcomes of the project, and the iessons derived from the

experience.
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In short, what began as an effort to improve data collection resulted in a thorough
overhauling of the way CP&P conducts business.

Institutionally, several components made this project an appropriate and timely task.
. In the mid-1980s, the division of student affairs measured organizational efficiency by

quantity of services used. Previous systems served CP&P well for this purpose. In the
early 1990s, however, a divisional shift emphasizing school/college relations required
that staff respond to the more complex question of number and type of services used by
student profile, such as school/college affiliation, grade level, and various demographics.

. During the 1980s and 1990s, aggressive technological advancements occurred on cam-
pus, inciuding the introduction of the "smart chip," a scannable student identification
card. In addition, the advent of total quality management (TQM) and the "value-added"

fiscal models placed greater emphasis on managing by fact and accountability.
. During the I 990s, the division of student affairs adopted a strong posture to have "students

at the center" drive service delivery.
These developments set the stage for the data reengineering project. 

continued

Figure 1

Data modeling
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Taking a Systems

Theory Approach

Systems theory considers the rela-
tionship of the components of input,
processes, output, and outcomes. Using
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this approach, CP&P's senior staff
reexamined and defined the depart-
ment's mission, strategic plan, and
goals: Thus, there was an understand-
ing of input and processes. To fuliy
gauge the impact of CP&P services on
students' learning and development-
and the degree of student satisfaction
with services-the staff needed to de-

velop a greater understanding of out-
put, that is, who is served and in what
ways. The intention was to improve
outcomes-to shift from a model of
tally marks, head counts, and cumber-
some forms to a more efficient system
for collecting data.

Building the Model

Process Modeling: Letting
Form Follow Function

Process modeling was the first step in
developing the data management sys-

tem. This is perhaps the most imponant
and most often overlooked step in such
endeavors; the greatest potential for
effectin g organizational change occurs
at this stage.

Central to gathering data on core
services was determining what rep-
resented CP&P's most important
functions.

This meant broadly defining key
areas that represent the department's
work and using these areas as a frame-
workfor defining operations. The value
of this process is that it ensured that
each service was justified as mission
critical. If changes in direction or
mission cause some services to be

deemed peripheral to the organiza-
tion, then they may no longer have a

place in the function or budget. Thus,
the process also offers a rational ap-
proach for decision making.

To facilitate process modeling, CP&P
senior staff engaged colleagues, stu-
dents, representatives of the university
at large, and employer stakeholders in
a two-day discussion. The result was

creating a framework of broad cat-
esorical CP&P functions:

Assisting individuals with career

exploration and decision-making
processes;

Assisting students in testing their
skilis and interest;
Linking students to employers or
graduate and professional schools
to implement their career plans;
Collecting information on student

outcomes.
CP&P staff then linked individual

services and programs to these func-
tions and evaluated their relevance to
the department's mission. As a result of
this process. critical decisions were
made to reallocate human and financial
resources. For example, broad alumni
service efforts were redirected toward
serving current students and recent
graduates (one year out of school) and

a fee structure was introduced to serve

more experienced alumni and commu-
nity members.

Data Modeling

Process modeling and the subsequent

realignment of services laid the ground-
work for logical data modeling, a

method of defining what data needed to

be gathered. A datamodel is ablueprint
for building and accessing the physical
data base.

In considering how best to design
and build the data modei, the most
critical issue to address was what ques-

tions the data were expected to an-

swer. The goal was to focus on col-
lecting data that could be used in a

number of ways to answer many ques-

tions. At the same time, it was impor-
tant to challenge the need for data by
determining how the information would
be used. This approach brought into
focus the data requirernents most di-
rectly relevant to CP&P's overarching
goals. The decision of what data to
gather may be thought of as a series
of trade-offs with data, design, and

customer service issues. For example,
the staff had to weigh and resolve
differences between:

. Obtaining exhaustive data and

frustrating clients;
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. Obtaining complete data andover-
extending staff;

. Relying on existing internal data
systems and developing new ones:

. Collecting redundant information
and linking to external data sources.

In this instance, the staff retained

only essential data points that satisfied
specific criteria. e.g.. answering ques-

tions that would improve the manage-
ment and operation of the department
itself, providing accountability and ser-
vice information to external audiences,
and creating a foundation for research.

In short, the data modeling task is to
identify what data are associated with
each aspect of every service and client.
Each piece of data then becomes part
of the physical model and folds into a

table. Tables can be analyzed sepa-
rately orjointly, leading to comprehen-
sive information on clients and/or ser-
vices. A data model for data manage-
ment purposes is presented in Figure 1.

After identifying essential data
(called "data entities"), the staff de-
termined how to collect this informa-
tion. Some data were avaiiable through
other data bases, including GPA or
declared major from the registrar data
base. Other data had to be gathered
directly from the student. e.g., career
interest, or indirectly through analy-
sis such as how often the student used
a service.

TIrmPremenilng
The Model

There are many ways in which this
type of project could be undertaken;
the choice may depend on size of the
department, organizational culture,
and/or approach to decision making.
For CP&P senior staff, the question
wasn't if but when and how other
staff should be involved. Engaging

staff in the process of determining,
through process modeling, the very
nature of career planning and place-
ment would positively influence the
outcomes of the project. Capitaliz-
ing on staff expertise ultimately re-
sulted in a stronger end product.

To effectively implement the data
model, two important components
needed to be addressed concurrently:

1) the conceptual design ofthe data
model, supported by available technol-
ogy; and

2) the integration ofthe new system
into existing service delivery.

These responsibilities were distrib-
uted among three committees with the
following charges:

. The modei development team in-
cluded senior staff and a systems
analyst to work on "high level"
tasks, such as deterrnining the types
of information to collect and cre-
ating definitions of services and
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related data. Short of the glamour

the term may connote, "high level"
refers to the vantage point of con-
ceptualizing the project and not to

the status of the various tasks un-
dertaken, which were alternately
detailed, difficult, and absolutely
essential.

. The customer service team trans-

Iated the goals of the model devel-
opment team into possible modes
of impiementation, with akeen eye

on gathering the best data possible

without alienating clients. This
team served as a constant reminder
that students are at the center of
CP&P's work.

. The validation team served as the

objective "checks and balances"
group to evaluate the models pro-
posed by the two otherteams. This
team ensured that the models met
established goals and that meth-
ods for collecting information did
not compromise service to clients.

The chairpersons of both the cus-
tomer service and validation teams
also served on the model develop-
ment team and thus possessed a solid
understanding of the global, concep-
tual issues as they worked with their
respective committees.

Involving appropriate people at the

appropriate time was key to successful
implementation. To that end, CP&P
senior staff engaged university IT con-
sultants to assist with model develop-
ment and a faculty member from the

university's Center for the Study of
Higher and Postsecondary Education
to ensure that the model development
team was employing legitimate stan-

dards to the work, leading to credible
data and reports.

Anticipated and
TT | /-\
unexpectecl Ljutcomes

Perhaps the most exciting aspect of
the project was analyzing the outcomes,
particular those that seemed to emerge

serendipitously. Sometimes these un-

expected results helped put setbacks

into perspective as well.
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Gathering Cred.ib le Data

One of the primary objectives of
data management reengineering was

the development of reports for inter-
nal and external audiences. Despite
occasional difficulty with relational
data bases, once data were'merged
they yielded meaningful and user

friendly reports. Figure 2 illustrates a

sample table that combines separate

statistical reports on client informa-
tion by school/college and transac-
tion distribution. The combined re-
port tells a valuable story about cli-
ents and their use of services. Imagine
now the array of data collected or
available through other data bases

and the manner in which they may be

combined to enhance this storY
through standard reports or ad hoc
inquiries. Data management is, of
course, an iterative process and the

system continues to be finessed for
reporting accuracy and ease.

Doing Business Dffirently

The process of creating and intro-
ducing a new data management system

has influenced the way CP&P con-

ducts business. Because it required a

reconceptualization of how business

is done, it ensured that the system

would represent an improvement for
students. As a resuit, the CP&P de-

partment replaced a full-page regis-
tration form completed by students at

each office visit with an annual regis-

tration form complemented by quick,

card scanning for each service pro-

vided. Streamlining systems for data

collection also improved service de-

livery time and increased the likeli-
hood of gathering quality data.

Enhancing Customer Seruice

Moving to a computerized sYstem

brought with it the challenge of remain-

ing mission-not data-driven.
It was important to find the balance

between having students scan their ID

SPRING 2OOO

cards for each office visit and not
making them feel like "numbers." The
CP&P staff now use data collection as

an opportunity to introduce a greater
degree of personalized services
through student greeters. The greeters

welcome clients into the office, ex-

plain the new system, and ensure that
clients complete the necessary steps.

They also augment professional staff
in situations where electronic tracking
is not feasible by compiling ID num-
bers on paper. The intention is to re-
main true to the goal of collecting
information on at least 90 percent of
clients without compromising service
delivery as a result of delayed starts or
long registration lines.

It goes without saying that these

operational advancements, including
modifications to the physical environ-
ment, required budgetary consider-
ations. One-time dollars needed to be

set aside to develop the modei and

implement the new system. Although
there are long-term gains to be achieved

through modernizing data management

mechanisms, the reality is that a cer-

tain initial infusion is required to intro-
duce the change.

Empouering Staff

From a change management per-
spective, staff empowerment may rep-
resent the most profound outcome of
all. As a result of broad involvement
in this process, CP&P staff gained
greater exposure to the organizational
values of "managing by fact" and

continuous improvement. By having
the opportunity to practice these skills
through the pianning process, staff
more actively engage in this approach

to problem solving. At the most fun-
damental and sophisticated levels,
staff recognize the relationship be-
tween knowing students and offering
services that are meaningful to them.
This applies to the department at large
and within individual areas ofrespon-
sibility e.g., internships. It is a shift
from simply knowing what to do to
knowing why to do it. continued
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Figure 2

Distribution of clients and transactions
By selected school/ college (hypotheticar data)
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Lessons Learned

CP&P staff derived a number of
important lessons from the data man-
agement project. Among them:

. Make the hard decisions up front.
Decide on what data to collect and

when (continuous vs. periodic).
Invest time in building the process
and physical models and the rest
will follow.
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More isn't always better. Do not
over-burden students or staff with
data collection. Over-surveying
may even lead to a backlash and

result in an increase of incomplete
information. Limit collection to
what will be used.

Technology is not a panacea. It
won't guarantee that things will
be easier, but it will create differ-
ent operations that are likely to
be better.

. Be realistic about the time, re-
sources, and creativity needed.

Don't underestimate the time it
takes to define data collection cat-
egories and create the physical
model. Just because you know
what you do doesn't mean that
defining the data needs will be
easy. At minimum, it takes time
to 1) identify data categories; 2)
work out any problems; and 3) get

everyone (staff) on the same page.
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You need creative thinkers, com-
mitted to this task, to see past the
occasional dreariness of the pro-

CESS,

. Expect staff resistance. The de-
sire to "buy in" conceptually may
not always translate into whole-
hearted execution. Inform staff
of "what's in it for them," dem-
onstrate how it will not impede
serving students, and provide ex-
amples of the "value added" to
the department. Most of all, in-
volve staff: You need their ex-
pertise and support.

. Validate. What sounds good in
concept might be a big mistake
when put into operation.
Document, document, document.
This process is a series oftradeoffs.
There is no one "right" answer in
the process.
Don't over- or underestimate

achievements. While you don't
want the "data tail to wag the mis-
sion dog," one of the most impor-
tant residual effects of undertaking
this type of project is that it may
cause you to reevaluate what your
business is and how to go about it.
Many positive things may occur
e.g., important organizational
changes, even if you do not feel
like you are making progress and

even before (or after) the data are

in hand. In fact, the CP&P staff
experienced positive impacts along
procedural, physical, financial, and

staff dimensions.

Concluding Thoughts

If there was an ultimate lesson de-

rived from this experience, it is that the
genuine benefits to this process revealed

themselves in ways beyond good, hard
data. At times, the process was com-
plex, time consuming, and frustrating.
It also was replete with positive conse-
quences. While a revised data manage-
ment system, and the enhanced account-
ability that travels with it, was one tan-
gible outcome of the process, this could
well be the least of the benefits of the

endeavor. The more profound outcomes
included sharpening CP&P's purpose

of offering mission critical service;
modifying systems toward greater ef-
fectiveness, efficiency, and customer
service; and developing a more sophis-
ticated staff with regard to data analysis
and evaluation.

With managing by fact no longer
solely in the purview of administration,
shared values, goals, and skills are in
place to leverage greater change. This
alone has made the process indispens-
able and well worth the effort. Ei
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