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The Good Enough Principle – 

What we can learn about technology from the pragmatic solutions of nonprofits
“The best is the enemy of the good.”  --Voltaire
An ex-pat country director in Asia was talking about the quality of a day-care program.  “It’s so good I would send my own children.”  He then noted that there were less than 50 such centers in the country.  “If we were willing to accept a Volkswagen instead of a Mercedes,” he continued, “maybe we could have 1,000 centers.”  This was closer to the actual need.

“When a disaster strikes,” an emergency response program director noted, “the number one objective is speed.”  She went on to say, “We don’t have time to develop the best quality solutions; we need it there now!”

Following the Tsunami response, a marketing director recalled, “We didn’t have time to have all the meetings, all the reviews, and all the approvals.”  “We had to make on-the-spot-decisions.” “The interesting thing”, she continued,” is that nothing fell apart.”  “Maybe we could make decisions like that everyday.”
Each of these brief stories has a common theme: sometimes expedient, “good enough,” solutions are best.  In our quest for the best quality, we may in fact have the unintended consequence of having less impact.  This paper is about the time-honored tradition of basic American pragmatism. It’s not about a return to the shoddy quality of mass production serving ever-increasing consumer demand.  It’s not about the maximum number of “noses,” or “reach” at the expense of quality.  Simply stated, sometimes the best is what works.
My area of focus is technology.  It may strike you as odd that the three vignettes I’ve related above have nothing to do with technology.  They have more to do with the mission of Save the Children, where I’ve worked for the past eight years.  The stories are about our core business as an international nonprofit.  That’s intentional.  If technology is to be a servant leader about innovation and enabling missions, then we need to take our technology lessons from the business.
The Good Enough Principle

For cooking with chocolate, “I don't think one should go to the giddy heights of chocolate snobbery," she says. The most expensive chocolate isn't necessary, but "you've got to use, I think, a good-enough bar."  --Nigella Lawson, food writer

A key question for organizations to ask themselves is: in which areas do we need to be great, the most innovative, and world class?  It is not possible (and not strategic) for an organization to try to be world class in every category.  The old adage tends to hold true: jack of all trades, master of none.   For Save the Children, our strategy team focused on four areas where we aspire to be best in the world: Child Survival, Newborn Health, Early Childhood Development and Emergencies.  None of the service areas, including technology is on that list.  Unless you are a technology company, I’d argue that it should not be—especially for a nonprofit.
The good enough principle is simply that being “good enough" in the many areas allows us to be great in the fewer, most mission-critical areas.   This does not ignore quality.
Think Honda Civic versus Mercedes.  Both are high quality; however the Civic is by far the more utilitarian, "good enough" transportation.
I. The Historical Context
The Good Enough Guide
In the spring of 2007 seven international nonprofits with emergency relief (ER) programs published a pocket-sized book called “The Good Enough Guide
.”  This was an important milestone in a collaborative set of projects funded by the Gates Foundation and Microsoft, called the Emergency Capacity Building program, or ECB for short
.  
The Good Enough Guide (GEG) is a 70-page field book designed to fit into a jeans pocket and travel with emergency workers as a “canteen” of ready information.  There are 14 practical tools or templates in the guide, from “how to introduce your agency” to “how to say goodbye.”  
The definitions provided near the beginning of the book are telling.  For “good enough,” the guide says:

“being ‘good enough’ means choosing a simple solution rather than an elaborate one. ‘Good enough’ does not mean second best: it means acknowledging that, in an emergency response, adopting a quick and simple approach to impact measurement and accountability may be the only practical possibility.
” 
I was curious how the term originated during the ECB project.  What were the drivers for adopting this?  Pauline Wilson, project manager of one of the ECB projects, offered some history: 
“We began to use the term in February 2006 when we had an interagency workshop in Nairobi to review current M&E
 practice in emergencies. What agencies agreed was that trying to implement M&E systems designed for development program purposes was too complex in an emergency setting. This usually resulted in agencies doing nothing on M&E until conditions on the ground had settled down … 'Good enough' was employed as it favors a quick and simple design that can be improved overtime based on user needs
.”

The emphasis on speed and simplicity are important threads.  Interestingly, Pauline went on to note that the origin of the term was from the software industry, as described in a Wikipedia article
.  Quick-and-simple software design that can be improved as users’ needs grow is often the basis for applications that have huge impact.  The Internet is a prime example; Google’s applications, which are perpetually in “beta test,” are another.  One of the adages of computing is that it is easier to make a working system fast than to make a fast system work
.  Substitute “quality” for “fast” and we get close to the heart of the good enough principle.
The Need for Speed

One of the lessons from Emergency Relief (ER) programs is that speed matters.  If we look at the transition from an ER program to a Development program, we can see a shift in priorities.  Figure one summarizes a discussion we had among the relief agency members in NetHope.
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Figure 1, Changing Priorities by Program Type (1-4 ranking, 1=highest)
For ER, timeliness and volume are king; for Development programs, cost and quality reign.  For Development, speed drops to the end of the list. For ER, speed is paramount.  That may be a blinding flash of the obvious, but it’s an important reason why ER groups are willing to accept “good enough” solutions.  Good enough solutions work because ER folks cannot wait for better solutions.  In technology, we used to call this the “quick and dirty” approach—get it done and clean it up later.
Large Software Projects

Ever since the dawn of computers, there has been a tendency for projects to grow larger and more complex.  Part of this may be due to the ever-expanding reach of technology in organizations, and part may be due to only wanting to endure the pain of a large project once.  In the latter case, I’ve seen a tendency to pile-on as many features as wary users and IT folks can imagine, often with the fear that this will be the only chance they have to get what they need for the next 3-5 years.  Regardless of the reasons, the results have been dismal.  

According to the well-known Standish Chaos database, fully two-thirds of large IT projects fail.  One-third fail outright, while one-third are over time or budget.
  Further, “ineffective stakeholder management is the second biggest cause of project failure.
”  This is about the soft stuff not the hardware or the software.  
In another frequently cited study, 57% of large SAP projects don’t achieve the ROI cited in the beginning as the justification for doing the project in the first place.
  Furthermore, an analysis of 100 corporations that have implemented SAP shows that this group has significantly lower profits than peers.

Technology impact, as represented by large IT projects, has not fared well.    

Small Organizations

A student study conducted at Tuck/Dartmouth that shows that large nonprofits spend a fifth of what for profit corporations spend
.  The picture gets more dire when compared with small NGOs.  Small nonprofits spend almost a twentieth of corporations.   
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Figure 1 Comparison of Technology Spending
Some of the other small nonprofit findings of the students’ project include:  
1) IT spending is too low to meet technology aspirations
2) The lack of IT knowledge is a barrier
3) Financial barriers are real, but affordable alternatives exist
4) Everyone should support online donations
5) Fundraising software can catalyze donations
6) Data need to be backed up more frequently
The study most tellingly concludes, “Even if the typical Upper Valley nonprofits were to double or treble its IT budget through reallocation or fundraising, it would difficult to reach the level of IT investment needed to satisfy its strategic IT needs.
”  Indeed, triple the IT budget would not get much further than keeping the basic technology lights burning.
The New Legacy Systems
Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) systems are the new legacy systems
.  Why?  They have become the large, difficult software to change, reducing rather than enhancing the agility of organization to adapt to change.  In addition to the above failure rates, ERP project are costly and take years to complete.  Most of an organization’s business processes change, or are defined, during the project.  The changes are profound, which likely feeds the failure rate.  It also means that upgrading or changing entrenched ERP systems can be as difficult as it was to migrate off the old legacy systems in the first place.  
“The problem ERP vendors are facing today is one of relevancy in a rapidly changing environment where flexibility and speed have almost as much value as stability and depth. On top of that, point solutions have a better integration story with SOAs and XML interfaces. Although it is also true that many companies don't have that infrastructure yet, the consensus is getting broader.
”
As a case in point, the Children International (CI) ERP experience does not bode well for other NGOs.  CI spent an estimated $8M over 3.5 years and is not happy with the result.  They also replaced their CIO.
Another aspect of speed is the time it takes to complete a large systems project.  It is not uncommon for a large IT project that cuts across functional areas to take three to five years to deliver.  If the goal is to undertake technology projects that help enable a new strategic plan, we have a fundamental problem.   We can’t impact a five-year strategy unless value is delivered sooner.  If the strategic plan looks out three to five years, large IT projects will not impact the strategic plan.  At best, they will impact the following five-year strategy. To be agile and adaptable to a changing context, software cycles must be shorter.  
The Nonprofit Calculus

Summarizing the above factors, the decision process for small and large nonprofits is clear:

If

1. If more than 50% projects don't realize their ROI (Nucleus Research,)

2. 66% IT projects fail (Standish Chaos DB,) 

3. NGOs spend an 18th what corporations do (Tuck survey), 

4. large, enterprise IT systems translate into less agility,
5. And we are spending donors’ dollars

Then

1. Nonprofits must find a better way,
2. have smaller successes,
3. and collaborate or perish

Let’s look at some of the alternatives.

The Case of Mercy Corps


Peter Dickinson, CIO of Mercy Corps, told me that many of his field offices “are located in austere environments with limited local IT support.”  He went on to say, “In order to improve shared services within these offices, we adopted a server appliance strategy with two stretch goals: 100% reliability and 0% administration.”  Note that his goal is for zero local IT intervention. 
To reach that goal, they also follow the 80/5 Rule for network hardware: “80% of the functionality at 5% of the cost.”  Note the order of magnitude here: that’s 95% less for a “good enough” 80% solution. 

II. An IT Strategic Framework

A discussion about a good enough approach for nonprofit technology requires a strategic framework as context.   The first point to keep in mind is that for nonprofits, the primary clients don’t provide the revenue.  
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      Figure 2 – A Basic Nonprofit Business Model
Donors, who want to have impact, provide the funding. The “products” for a nonprofit are its health, conservation, education and other programs.  Programs deliver meaningful impact for beneficiaries.  These results reinforce donors who gave in the first place to make a difference.
At Save the Children, we have a goal of doubling the number of children we reach over the next five years.  A key strategic question is how we will double our impact without doubling the size of our staff.  This is a fundamental question of productivity for most corporations.  Nonprofits talk about this in terms of capacity building.  So our strategic question is: what are the levers of capacity building that we can pull realize our growth objectives?
To build capacity, I believe nonprofits can do seven things (see figure 3.)
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Figure 3 – Areas for Capacity Building for Nonprofits
Hiring better qualified people and providing better training for people we have are two capacity building strategies.  Partnering with others and advocating for policy change are two additional ways.  The last three are where technology can make a contribution.  Having better tools, streamlining our business processes and providing standards all contribute to capacity.  

Standards may not be an obvious way to build capacity.  A common reaction to standards is that they are confining at best, or add layer of bureaucracy and compliance at worst.  However, standards may in fact add flexibility.  As Tom Malone writes:

“Paradoxically, the rigid technical standards at one level (what is called the Internet Protocol, or IP) enable all the amazing flexibility of the Internet at other levels…”

This is especially true for many technology areas, where the largest components of cost are often support and maintenance.
Capacity Gain Examples

We have a number of examples of leveraging technology for capacity building at Save the Children.  

One example is the literacy training program in our U.S. rural education programs.  Children use the Accelerated Reader application on PCs to take practice reading exercises and tests.  Scores are rolled up to the school and district levels for review, and nationally for program managers (and potentially for major donors) who  can logon with their browsers and see how many more children are reading at grade level per donation dollar in support of this program.  This is SC’s first end-to-end technology driven program, and it’s growing at 95% per year in children reached.  More importantly, 5% more children are reading at grade level each year (Figure 4).
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Figure 4: U.S. Literacy Program Impact

In Bolivia, 18,000 poor are enrolled in SC’s food distribution program.  Historically this program was tracked by collecting paper forms in El Alto, traveling an hour back to the country office in La Paz and taking 17 days per month to transcribe data into a database and report on results.  Again, by applying PDAs to this work flow, we were able to reduce data collection and reporting from 17 days per months to just over 7 days, for a gain of 57% (Figure 5).
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Figure 5 - Bolivia Food Distribution: Data entry & Reporting Rates

In Bangladesh we are distributing food to 192,000 people monthly.  Historically, food distribution was tracked and reported using paper forms, a long, administrative process.  Laptops made it possible to serve more people, but laptop batteries died after two hours of use and fieldworkers had to revert to paper.  Porting the tracking application to PDAs which with maximum battery packs could last ten hours, translated into a 39% savings in data entry time (Figure 6).  Lest anyone think this is merely a data efficiency gain, being able to handle 39% more transactions per day could mean the difference between life and death for women and children who walked` kilometers to the food distribution center and who are waiting in line in 90 degree and 90% humidity weather for food rations.  Going home hungry is not an option.
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     Figure 6 – Food Distribution Tracking Gains in Bangladesh
Leveraging IT at Save the Children  
One of the questions technology leaders of nonprofits need to ask is to whom does the application face?  Much of the capacity building to-date has been internal to charitable organizations—bringing knowledge and information-based work up to current standards.  The focus initially has been on infrastructure building, providing the basic foundations required for technology applications to be effective, especially in a far-flung international non-government organization.  It is clear to those of us on the front lines of NGO technology that we could spend all our time and budget building infrastructure.  But that would mean missing the strategic opportunities that are possible.  

Among nonprofit applications, we can see four levels or orders of technology (Figure 7.)  The first order applications are those used directly by beneficiaries.  In the case of Save the Children (SC), beneficiaries are the children and often mothers in our programs.  Technology applications that are used directly by beneficiaries are the most strategic use of technology for an NGO.  The US-based Literacy program described above is a first order application.
The second-order applications are those that improve program delivery to beneficiaries.  These are further down the pyramid of strategic applications (see Figure 7) and are comprised of the work flow applications that improve the productivity of program delivery.  These are the applications used by our field workers.  Examples of these include Supply Chain Management (SCM) applications, Program-Project Management applications, and Measurement and Evaluation (M&E) data collection and reporting applications.
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Figure 7 – Save the Children IS Strategic Model
Third-order applications deliver the revenue that helps build the first two.  Examples include Donor Management Systems (DMS), Grant management Systems (GMS) and online, web-based donation applications.  Being able to raise more donations, and do so for less cost per dollar, means that more money gets to our children’s programs.

The fourth-order systems are the infrastructure that underlies all three of the others.  This includes Desktop PCs, Office Application Suites, Email, Internet, Servers and Communications.  At SC it has become evident that basic connectivity is the foundation for everything else we need to do with technology.  No connection means no automated information flow.

As we move up this pyramid of applications—as we get closer to our beneficiaries—the strategic leverage of technology increases.  It is more likely that we will move the needle forward on the missions of our organizations by delivering child-facing applications (in the case of Save the Children) than in delivering stronger “keep the lights on” infrastructure applications.  This is not to say that infrastructure is unimportant.  It is just not strategic, and that invites the questions of what’s good enough technology for these fourth order systems.
Technology Strategies

The technology strategy we use for each order of technology changes.  For the bottom of the pyramid, we need to focus on driving out costs and outsourcing services
.  At Save the Children, we use these savings to reinvest in application further up the pyramid.  This type of “self-funding” model is very attractive for larger nonprofits who have increasing difficulty raising IT funds. 

For third order, donor-facing applications, the strategy is to buy and co-opt.  Buying applications means buying commercial off-the-shelf (COTS) applications and not building custom applications.  Co-opting is a way to share costs by sharing service, support and applications.  For example, sharing the costs of a web-server or back-up site is a basic co-opting strategy.  This a means to lower costs and entry barriers to technology while building positive donor experiences.  It is an ideal strategy for smaller nonprofits

For second order, field-facing applications, the strategy is to connect and deliver.  As I noted above, connectivity is foundational, the basis for everything else we want to do with technology. Once connected, there are many applications we can deliver centrally via a browser.
Finally, for first order applications, the strategy is to pilot and build.  This is the level in which innovation and experimenting should reign.  Piloting with one field office may lead to applications we can take to scale and apply elsewhere.  This is what happened with the PDA project in Bangladesh. 

An important strategic principle is to manage these four levels of technology as a portfolio.  For most nonprofits, we could spend our entire IT budget (and then some) on day-to-day demands of infrastructure.  That is the easiest trap for us to fall into—and the least strategic.  We cannot let that happen.  We must reserve portions of our IT budget for each level, especially ensuring that we are spending at least a few percents points of our budget on the mission-moving pilots at the top of our IT pyramid.
One caution about piloting: experimenting with donors’ dollars is risky.  The nature of experiments is to fail your way to success
.  It took hundreds of experiments before Edison found the right combination of elements to make the light bulb.  Donors want to impact beneficiaries with what we know works; they typically don’t want to fund through trial and error
.  This is especially true for supporting services like technology.   At NetHope we are looking to aggregate the risk of experimenting by creating a lab for technology pilots in which the NGO members participate.  This will create a “mutual fund” of innovation experiments where the risk is diversified for the members.
The Good Enough Boundary

As we think about the IT pyramid, an important strategic question to ask is: where do we draw the line between innovative and commodity technology?  When do we need to be best in class and were can we be good enough?  It is not possible for an IT department—or an organization—to be world class in all that it does.  It is certainly not strategic, for the nature of strategy is about making bets.
The Save the Children strategy team did a good job drawing out the top-four areas where we aspire to be best in the world: Child Survival, Newborn Health, Early Childhood Development and Emergencies.  Technology is not on that list, and I'd argue that for a nonprofit it should not be.  We can be "good enough" and that's "great."  In other words, "good enough" in the many areas allows us to be great in the fewer, most mission-critical areas.  That's the "good enough" principle.

We can look at individual departments as well as the entire organization as a portfolio of bets.  For the top 20% of the portfolio, we should be betting on new, innovative, valued added projects.  For the rest, we should be adopting what everyone else is doing.  It’s a commodity; why innovate?  
For technology, I believe the good enough boundary for non profits is high (see Figure 8.)
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Figure 8 – The Good Enough Boundary
During a project with Accenture Development Partners (ADP) in 2007, we identified 59 application areas at Save the Children where we provide some level of technology.  Of these 59 areas, 48 (81%) were commodity applications while 11 were unique to Save the Children.  This may be a blinding flash of the obvious, but this looks remarkably like the 80-20 rule.  For the 81% of applications where we shared common application needs with other international NGOs or even most corporations (email and payroll, for example), we don’t need to innovate.  In fact, a key strategic question is: why can’t we be just like everyone else with this technology?  It is by using this “commodity” criterion for applications and systems where nonprofits can be “good enough.”
III. Good Enough as a Strategy

Disruptive Technology

Clay Christensen has written extensively on the disrupting impact new technologies can have on traditional business value chains.  The music, newspaper and photography industry disruptions of the past 25 years are cases in point.  Nonprofits have largely been untouched by technology disruptions to-date.
 
Writing about the nonprofit sector, Christensen notes that disruptive, catalytic innovators “offer products and services that are simpler and less costly than existing alternatives and may be perceived as having a lower level of performance, but users consider them to be good enough.
”  One of the surprises in a feature-rich, information-packed world, is that products with less succeed.  This drive to simplicity is part economics (lower price) and part pragmatic (it gets the basic job done.)
Some examples of “good enough” businesses are Minute Clinics for Healthcare, Google App’s for desktop, and PlayPumps irrigation pumps for nonprofits.
Save the Children partnered with PlayPumps in 2007 to bring clean water to 100 communities in Africa
.   PlayPumps are water pumps that provide clean water and are powered by children playing
.  Think of a push merry-go-round connected to a pump mechanism.  Why is this good enough?  It only works when the kids are playing; otherwise it’s “off.”  It’s brilliant in its execution, combining play and work; in essence, two needs are served by one action.
Embracing disruptive technologies by partnering with new and innovative companies is an important strategic bet.  It may also be the easiest way to pilot some of the newer technologies.  For organizations who want to develop their own innovation, there is one important rule to follow: get it as far away from headquarters as possible.  History is littered with companies who were unable to capitalize on new technology precisely because the way of thinking supported the old technology.  Kodak, Xerox and others are cases in point.  Tom Peters coined this the law of proximity: that the level of innovation is directly proportional from the distance from headquarters.

Software as a Service

Software-as-a-Service, or SaaS for short, burst onto the on-line application scene largely through the success of Sales Force dot com.  At first, Sales Force was a simple web-based tool to help sales people track their sales calls.  It was a “bite-sized” application with basic features that were tailored to the individual sales person’s needs.  And it was incredibly cheap, pay-as-you-go service.  This “fit for purpose” application is a primary example of “good enough” technology.  

In addition to using the latest web technology, SaaS introduced a new model for technology applications called multi-tenancy.  Multi-tenancy means that customers share the same software code; features that are added are available to all users.  (Multi-tenancy is a form of co-opting, sharing software at the code level.)  Customizations are available through configuration options only; there are no custom software complements.  As a result, the costs of maintaining SaaS applications are significantly less than maintaining applications that are tailored to customer needs.  This translates into lower costs for the vendor and the customer.  However, the price you pay is giving up some of your custom business processes and adopting a more standard way of doing things.  Standard in this case means what all the other application customers are doing.
Another way to look at this is as an accumulation of knowledge.  Applications that are used by many customers over a growing period of time come to represent common best practices.  Customer demands drive this.  A good enough strategy for purchasing applications then is to give the application a “seat at the table” and listen to what it says about your business.  The application, then, is as much a stakeholder as the end-users.  A question to ask in the early stages of an application project is: how much of your business processes are you changing?  If the answer is zero, you are likely about to “pave the cow path.
”
One of the challenges of a bite-sized approach is connecting applications and sharing data.  Systems integration is usually easier when there’s a shared database.  This has been one of the promises of ERP systems. Five trends challenge the ERP argument: first, the level of integration is rarely as deep as first proposed.  The need for real-time, two-way integration is a rarity, at least for the typically large nonprofit.   Also, eliminating data redundancy is overrated.  With falling storage costs and sufficient one-way integration, who cares if the data is kept in multiple locations?  

Second, the newer service oriented architectures (SOA) embrace disparate applications with a simple standard data exchange across the Internet.  Old applications can be “wrapped” with a service layer that opens up its data and transactions to other applications.  The standard XML language is used for the data transport across standard Internet connections.
Third, SaaS is moving upscale becoming more full-featured and like ERP.  Sales Force and NetSuite have been moving up the food chain to more mid-enterprise ERP capabilities.  In addition, the backend database may be shared, making the integration similar to ERP approaches.  For example, Sales Force and NetSuite both use an Oracle database backend.  However, when using SaaS applications through the Internet cloud, who cares what the backend database is? 
Fourth, deploying and upgrading SaaS application is simply faster.  An executive at Sale Force’s foundation said something very interesting at a recent conference: “most nonprofits can’t afford the upgrade.
”  
Fifth, In general, smaller systems projects are less risky than larger ones.  In this sense, SaaS applications are typically less risky than enterprise applications. If a small systems project fails it is typically a tenth or less of the costs of a large project failure.  In the IT world, small is beautiful.

Pragmatic Quality

The bottom line for the good enough approach is to embrace pragmatic quality.  Pragmatism has a long and meaningful history in American thinking.  A key tenet of pragmatism is that knowledge and action cannot be separated
.  To perhaps oversimplify, the pragmatist argues that what works is true.  Taking the Voltaire quote with which we began, one could say that what is best is not the ideal, but what works, what is good enough: “the best is the enemy of the good.”
Conclusions
In summary, the five key conclusions of this paper are:
1. 80% of what we do in IT is a commodity function –don’t innovate and lead where it’s not needed

2. Good Enough technology is capacity building, not limiting

3. Willingness to accept technology expertise and service from other organizations requires humility

4. The reason collaboration (like NetHope) works is because nonprofit IT people are beggars and hungry– serious underfunding creates that opportunity

5. Being world class in strategic areas, means being good enough in service areas

To take this practical approach is an act of stewardship.  At nonprofits, we are entrusted with donor dollars to do good in the world.  Everything we do, all of our services, must drive to doing the good in our missions.  Being best in technology may indeed get in the way of delivering this good intent.  To ensure we are focused on the best good, we must be good enough in everything else we do.
APPENDICES

The Agile Programming Movement

“Simplicity--the art of maximizing the amount of work not done--is essential
.”

“Proponents of Extreme programming and agile methodologies in general regard ongoing changes to requirements as a natural, inescapable and desirable aspect of software development projects; they believe that adaptability to changing requirements at any point during the project life is a more realistic and better approach than attempting to define all requirements at the beginning of a project and then expending effort to control changes to the requirements.
”

Extreme programming
“Extreme Programming encourages starting with the simplest solution. Extra functionality can then be added later. The difference between this approach and more conventional system development methods is the focus on designing and coding for the needs of today instead of those of tomorrow, next week, or next month
”  

“Assuming simplicity is about treating every problem as if its solution were "extremely simple". Traditional system development methods say to plan for the future and to code for reusability. Extreme programming rejects these ideas.
”

* * * * *
“What makes a resource truly strategic … is not ubiquity but scarcity. You only gain an edge over rivals by having or doing something that they can't have or do. By now, the core functions of IT — data storage, data processing, and data transport — have become available and affordable to all.”  --Nicolas Carr

I expect an article in the next six months saying CEOs expect their IT for free –Michael Schrage
* * * * *
"Ever since the dawn of the PC--the archetype for a good-enough machine--inventors have been freer than ever to piece together and launch their visions. " --Stephen Baker, Why "Good Enough" Is Good Enough,  Business Week, Sept. 3, 2007.

Pasted from <http://www.businessweek.com/magazine/content/07_36/b4048048.htm?chan=search> 

* * * * *
NetHope is “the one notable on-the-ground collaboration amongst non-profits that’s working.” --Martin McCann, CEO RedR, UK
* * * * *
Some of the technologies being developed in and for developing countries may be a leading indicator of technology opportunities and trends in developed countries.  --Jackie Fenn

The “weak signals” for good enough technology may come from the countries that have the greatest need for low-cost, pragmatic solutions

* * * * *
Positive Deviance

Jerry Sternin’s work in Vietnam; finding the families that were thriving in malnourished cultures and replicating the successes by turning these “positive deviants” into teachers and examples for the community

See the Fast Company article on Jerry, here: http://www.fastcompany.com/magazine/41/sternin.html and the HBR article, here: http://harvardbusinessonline.hbsp.harvard.edu/hbsp/hbr/articles/article.jsp?ml_action=get-article&articleID=F00101  

As you build your network, look for where the success stories are occurring: spotlight them!

* * * * *
Communities care about social responsibility

Some recent data:

WSJ report: survey of 1,800 13-to-25-year-olds

· 79% want to work for a company that cares about how it affects or contributes to society

· 64% said their employer's social and environmental activities inspire loyalty

One of top 3 questions asked by Microsoft applicants: What’s your social responsibility program?

50% of Tuck applicants who are accepted ask about the Allwin Initiative for Corporate Citizenship

What you do to support local nonprofits matters!

* * * * *
Don’t Bet Against the Network

The case of an ADSL line in Islamabad, Pakistan

· Went from $3,000/month for 128Kbps in 2003

· To $300/month for 256Kbps in 2004

· A factor to 20 increase in 12 months!

Conclusion: by the time it takes to work around the network shortfalls, the network will be where you need it to be

As Wayne Gretsky so eloquently said: you need to “play where the puck is going to be”

· Stay the course: The broadband fiber network dream is the future

* * * * *
 

Good enough --Seth Godin

 

"So, just about everything that can be improved, is being improved. If you define "improved" to mean more features, more buttons, more choices, more power, more cost.
The washing machine I used this morning had more than 125 different combinations of ways to do the wash... don't get me started about the dryer. Clearly, an arms race is a good way to encourage people to upgrade.

I wonder, though, if "good enough" might be the next big idea. Audio players, cars, dryers, accounting... not the best ever made, not the most complicated and certainly not the most energy-consuming. Just good enough.

For some people, a clean towel is a clean towel."

Posted by Seth Godin on August 23, 2006 
 

Pasted from <http://sethgodin.typepad.com/seths_blog/2006/08/good_enough.html> 

 

 * * * * *
“The Good Enough principle is so common that Google can't find it, I guess, but basically it is a belief in mediocrity and an antidote to envy. Nobody is better than anybody else, superiority is mostly an illusion, so don't think you're a big shot because you're not. We're all about the same when you come right down to it. Don't look back with regret — your life was good enough. Your parents were good enough, so was your school, so is your job. So quit belly-aching. Don't sweat it. Good Enough may seem like faint praise, but some things really are good enough. Don't make a big deal over it. Don't try to make it the best that ever was or could be. It's good enough. And that's good enough. “  --Garrison Keillor, Post to the Host, September, 2007.
 

http://www.publicradio.org/columns/prairiehome/posthost/2007/09/06/post_to_the_host_garrison_2.php
 

This is acceptance of what is!

* * * * *
 

Satisfice

Term coined by Herbert Simon (1957) as a cross between satisfying and sufficing. 

  

"Satisfice: To accept a choice or judgment as one that is good enough, one that satisfies. According to Herbert Simon, who coined the term, the tendency to satisfice shows up in many cognitive tasks such as playing games, solving problems, and making financial decisions where people typically do not or cannot search for the optimal solutions." (Reber, 1995).

 

 

Pasted from <http://www.db.dk/bh/core%20concepts%20in%20lis/articles%20a-z/satisfice.htm> 

 

Referenced in:

 http://www.everythingismiscellaneous.com/2007/10/18/cant-get-no-satisficingoh-yes-i-can/
 

Also:

 

Satisficing is a decision-making strategy which attempts to meet criteria for adequacy, rather than identify an optimal solution. A satisficing strategy may often, in fact, be (near) optimal if the costs of the decision-making process itself, such as the cost of obtaining complete information, are considered in the outcome calculus.

 

Pasted from <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Satisficing> 

 

See David Weinberger's essay on Amazon, here: 

http://www.amazon.com/Everything-Miscellaneous-Power-Digital-Disorder/dp/0805080430/ref=pd_bbs_sr_1/102-0809828-9436101?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1193796230&sr=8-1
 

 * * * * *
For NGO's, good enough technology is plenty

But this does not mean no innovation or utility IT only

It means the commodity functions of IT should be good enough

 

Look at the IT spend relative to other industries; it's a low 2.5% of revenue

 

Need to look at a mixture of innovation and utility; world class and good enough
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Are these the right IT Factors?  Look at the IT Strategy Pyramid anew

From my Future of Tech Chapter – original, long edition, April 7, 2008



It also means having humility.  You’re also willing to look at your own operation and say, is there really something unique about the way we do email at Save the Children? No; everyone does email relatively the same. Is there really something unique that we do at Catholic Relief Services for payroll? No; it’s a generic application. Well why then are we spending time trying to innovate and invest money in doing those types of applications? I venture to say that probably 80% of what we do in IT and other departments in nonprofits is commodity; it’s the same as other organizations, certainly the same as other nonprofits.  A little humility can go a long way in helping us invest our donor’s dollars in services where we truly can have innovative impact.  It’s not going to be on email.
...

1. How do we balance innovation and foundation building?  Building basic infrastructure, like connecting remote field offices and increasing bandwidth, is the foundation on which all our technology dreams and plans rest.  It is the prerequisite. Conversely, without the web-based applications that run on our field network, there is no return on our technology investment. 

The demand for infrastructure can easily consume our entire IT budgets.   Our top opportunity is to enable innovative programs and make current programs more effective.  We need to remember that we are in the programs business, not the software and hardware business.  Therefore, we need to manage our technology budgets as a portfolio, including infrastructure, work-flow enhancement, and innovation projects. The majority of our investment may still go into the infrastructure bucket (especially growing the bandwidth and reliability of our Internet-based connections,) but we must also invest in business process and work-flow applications, and reserve some investment for innovative programs that leverage technology directly for beneficiaries.

In addition, at the end of the day, we need to ensure that we spend our time innovating on true value-added processes and not on commodity processes, such as payroll, accounting, HR information systems, email and even donor management. It is likely that 80% of our processes fall in the commodity column and 20% are in the value-added column.  For commodities, we ought to be adopting industry best practices and standards and eschewing customization. 

A related key question CEOs need to ask as they develop their strategic plans is "where do we need to be world class?"  Where should we expect to innovate most and add the most value?  We can't do this in all areas.  There is no real value-added to differentiate ourselves in commodity areas.  In these areas we can accept that the process does not really need to be different across organizations.  What should be our strategy for commodity functions?  To borrow a phrase from the Emergency Capacity Building (ECB) project, we need to be "good enough."
  “World Class or Good Enough?” that is the question.
5/15/07 email correspondence 

Why Do Total Costs Go Up When Unit Costs Are Going Down?

“The primary driver of infrastructure cost increase is the increased demand for system resources and capacity resulting form rising system complexity supporting CRM, product variations, across-LOB customer views, and transaction spawning rates.  Firms investing in architecture and engineering have experience lower overall growth in costs.” –Barbara Gomolski, Gartner Group

[image: image3.emf]


1. The rise of SaaS makes the ubiquitous system and database questionable at best.

a. SaaS is a great way to encourage the real issues—the need to (a) take small incremental and standard steps, and (b) discourage customization (or perfection), whether it’s in-house custom development, vendor development or complex and far reaching implementation (like ERP).

b. SaaS is an easy choice for the new categories, such at M&E, SCM and KM, which are just beginning to take hold in this organization. These three are easier to go with the SaaS approach, not because of distance from an enterprise solution; but rather because there is less technology to replace.  I’m arguing that SaaS is the new end-game, not the means to enterprise solutions.

c. For Finance and Constituent (Donor) management the task is more about changing data, simplifying processes, and establishing new, more standard ways of working.

� Nigella Lawson: Valentine's Chocolate Indulgence,” NPR Morning Edition, Feb. 14, 2008.  See 


� HYPERLINK "http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=18912133" ��http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=18912133� 


� The Good Enough Guide, Impact Measurement and Accountability in Emergencies, Oxford: Oxfam GB, 2007.  The seven agencies contributing to the project were CARE International, Catholic Relief Services, International Rescue Committee, Mercy Corps, Oxfam GB, Save the Children and World Vision International.


� See the ECB project web site at � HYPERLINK "http://www.ecbproject.org/" ��http://www.ecbproject.org/� 


� The Good Enough Guide, p. 5.


� M&E = Monitoring and Evaluation: a common nonprofit term for program metrics.


� Email correspondence, May , 2008.


� See the Wikipedia entry for “good enough,” here: � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Principle_of_good_enough" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Principle_of_good_enough� 


� For an interesting list of technology analyst quotes, see � HYPERLINK "http://www.ultradark.com/07anl02wisdom.htm" ��http://www.ultradark.com/07anl02wisdom.htm� 


� “IT Project Management: Infamous Failures, Classic Mistakes, and Best Practices,” R. Ryan Nelson, MIS Quarterly Executive Vol. 6 No. 2, June 2007, p. 67.  Nelson notes that the Standish Group reports that “roughly two out of three IT projects are considered to be failures (suffering from total failure, cost overruns, time overruns, or a rollout with fewer features or functions than promised).”  Also see the summary at:  


� HYPERLINK "http://www.infoq.com/articles/Interview-Johnson-Standish-CHAOS" ��http://www.infoq.com/articles/Interview-Johnson-Standish-CHAOS�   


� Nelson, IBID, p. 75.


�SAP is the leading Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) system adopted by many corporations to run the operations of most departments. "Fifty-seven percent of SAP customers interviewed did not believe that they had achieved a positive ROI, after having used their SAP applications for an average of 2.8 years. Those who did achieve a positive ROI limited customization and project scope, and they focused on user adoption and repeatability."  Nucleus Research, March 2003 (see � HYPERLINK "http://nucleusresearch.com/research/notes-and-reports/the-real-roi-from-sap/" ��http://nucleusresearch.com/research/notes-and-reports/the-real-roi-from-sap/� )


� "An analysis of nearly 100 public companies listed on SAP's Web site finds these SAP users are 20 percent less profitable than their peers. Despite SAP advertising claims to the contrary, factual analysis of ROE data shows the best run businesses don't run SAP."  Nucleus Research, March 2006 (see  � HYPERLINK "http://nucleusresearch.com/research/notes-and-reports/research-note-sap-customers-are-20-percent-less-profitable-than-their-peers/" ��http://nucleusresearch.com/research/notes-and-reports/research-note-sap-customers-are-20-percent-less-profitable-than-their-peers/� )


�Hadley Fuller, Brad Lang, Aaron Mihaly, Kate Ryan Reiling, & Lisa Rockefeller, “Nonprofit Technology Needs Assessment & Guide, For Upper Valley Nonprofits,” May 21, 2008, for Prof. John Vogel’s Social Entrepreneurship class at the Tuck School of Business at Dartmouth.


� IBID., p. 3.


� See the recent article by Ephraim Schwartz, “Does ERP matter – industry stalwarts speak out,”  InfoWorld (US)  (10 Apr 2007) � HYPERLINK "http://www.itworldcanada.com//Pages/Docbase/ViewArticle.aspx?ID=idgml-22edc171-31f5-4f51-8389-a89fc8148f0f" ��http://www.itworldcanada.com//Pages/Docbase/ViewArticle.aspx?ID=idgml-22edc171-31f5-4f51-8389-a89fc8148f0f� 


� IBID.


� Thomas W. Malone, The Future of Work: How the New Order of Business Will Shape Your Organization, Your Management Style and Your Life , Harvard Business School Press, 2004, p. 82.  


� This section and the following are from a paper by the author submitted for the December, 2006 ICIS conference


� One of the phenomena we are seeing is that while cost per unit of computing is going down. Overall IT spending is going up [cite B. Gmolski paper at Gartner.]  One of the reasons is that the average employee is demanding more technology tools and capabilities.  Another is that some applications supplant more costly non-technology practices (e.g. video conferencing replacing face-to-face meetings.)


� Interestingly, co-opting software is a basis for the multi-tenancy model of SaaS applications,


� This is a paraphrase of Tom Peters quote from J&J (see In Search of Excellence, p. 223.)


� The exception may be medical or health programs that are searching for cures.


� Ed Granger-Happ, M. Eric Johnson, Joel S Obillo, Nick Richardson, ““Are Nonprofits Ripe for Disruption?” an unpublished paper, Tuck/Dartmouth, May 2008.


� Clay Christensen, et al. “Disruptive Innovation for Social Change,” HBR, Dec, 2006


� See � HYPERLINK "http://www.savethechildren.org/newsroom/2007/clean-drinking-water.html" ��http://www.savethechildren.org/newsroom/2007/clean-drinking-water.html� 


� See � HYPERLINK "http://www.playpumps.org/site/c.hqLNIXOEKrF/b.2589561/k.C08/The_PlayPump_System__The_Water_Problem.htm" ��http://www.playpumps.org/site/c.hqLNIXOEKrF/b.2589561/k.C08/The_PlayPump_System__The_Water_Problem.htm� 


� See Tom Peters’ discussion of skunk works in In search of Excellence, pp. 211ff. 


� Michael Hammer first coined this phrase the book he co-authored with Peter Champy in 1993, Reengineering the Corporation. 


� Steven Wright, presentation to the NetHope Summit, San Jose, CA, May 2008.


� See the Wikipedia article, � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pragmatism" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pragmatism� 


� See the principles of the Agile Manifesto, 2001, here:  � HYPERLINK "http://agilemanifesto.org/principles.html" ��http://agilemanifesto.org/principles.html� 


� Ibid.


� See � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Extreme_Programming" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Extreme_Programming� 


� Ibid.


� See the Oxfam Publishing edition of the Good Enough Guide, here: � HYPERLINK "http://publications.oxfam.org.uk/oxfam/display.asp?isbn=0855985941" ��http://publications.oxfam.org.uk/oxfam/display.asp?isbn=0855985941� .  Note the PDF version.
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