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Executive Summary 
 
The University of Michigan Application and Information Services (AIS), a division of the 
Information and Technology Services (ITS) department, is comprised of over 240 employees. AIS 
manages and creates all of the enterprise-wide application for the University. It was the goal of AIS 
to have our team assess the communication processes between leadership of AIS and the rest of the 
staff. We achieved this goal by conducting eight workplace interviews with AIS staff at various 
levels within the organization. One of the challenges of the project was choosing whom to interview 
because of the number of the staff and because of limited time to conduct interviews. We decided to 
interview the Executive Director, one Director, one Assistant Director, three Managers, and two 
administrative assistants. Our goal was to gather the clearest possible picture of communication 
flow, not only from leadership down, but laterally within the organization as well.  
 
The data collected during our interviews revealed that overall communication regarding work 
projects is mostly effective. What seemed to cause the most strain was the recent and ongoing 
organization changes within AIS and ITS as a whole. Because of the connected nature of the 
following findings, each pertaining to the shifting work culture, recommendations are applicable to 
multiple findings. 

Findings:	  	  
• Organization changes are dramatically changing employee roles 

o Shifts in culture put new demands on employees 
o Resource pools are exciting to some and discouraging to others 

• There is a breakdown of information flow between staff and leadership 
o Leadership is not accessible 
o Formal meetings are not productive enough 
o Employees feel overwhelmed by email 
o Managers don’t always know what to communicate to staff 

Recommendations:	  
• Short-term (within the next year) 

o Weekly office hours for leadership 
o Create staff platform to share opinions during meetings 
o Open Team Meetings (invite leadership to team meetings) 
o Written Communication Plan 
o Empower managers to share more information regarding changes 

• Long-term (one year or more) 
o Facilitate better use of Intranet 
o Finalize Organizational Changes 
o Weekend retreat to promote new work culture and team structures 

 
We think each of these findings is an illuminating look at a portion of the AIS work environment. 
Additionally, we hope that each of the recommendations can foster greater communication between 
all staff. In addition to these recommendations, we would suggest possibly interview most staff 
below the manager level to gain a greater understanding of staff needs and opinions.   
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1.   About AIS 
Application and Information Services (AIS) is a division of the University of Michigan (UM) 
Information and Technology Services (ITS) department. The goal of ITS is “to provide an 
unparalleled IT environment to accelerate creativity and innovation by UM faculty, staff, and 
students.” In order to provide such service to the campus community, ITS as a whole must provide 
technology and communication services, manage administrative systems, and maintain the ITS 
security strategy for all of UM. AIS was formed when the Michigan Administrative Information 
Services (MAIS) and Information Technology and Computer Services (ITCS) merged in 2009. The 
AIS team is a diverse group responsible for managing external enterprise-wide applications, 
information services, and business intelligence functions of ITS. Their goal is to facilitate the Plan-
Build-Run-Manage cycle for ITS applications.  
 
AIS is the shared service-provider on campus and is comprised of six departments which include: 
Enabling Technologies, Financial Systems, Research and Administration Systems, Architecture and 
Resource Planning, University Development, and Human Resource Management. The leadership 
team consists of an Interim Executive Director and six department specific directors. Each 
department staffs assistant directors, managers, and employees with roles in specific areas like 
application development, administration, and business development analytics. AIS is a large 
department with about 240 employees. Employees work in three campus locations: UM 
Administration Services Building, UM Wolverine Tower, and Arbor Lakes offices.  

1.1.	  Project	  Scope	  and	  Background	  Information	  
Ms. Nowak requested this project on behalf of AIS and felt that there was need for assessment of 
communication flow between leadership and staff concerning “action needed information.” It has 
been the observation of our team that most work tasks are accomplished with success and minimal 
communication issues. What seemed to be of the greatest concern to the staff members we spoke 
with was the effect of recent and ongoing organizational changes. The ITS department as a whole 
has been reorganizing for the past few years in order to meet their goal of “providing unparalleled” 
IT services. Since the merging of MAIS and ITCS in 2009, the newly formed AIS, has been in a 
fairly constant state of change. The changes have shifted leadership roles, redefined administrative 
assistant roles, moved staff to new offices and buildings, and eliminated some roles. In addition, 
AIS is redesigning project priority listings and the way staff members are assigned to work tasks. 
The introduction of Resource Pools has dramatically changed the work environment (see section 
3.1.2).  

2.   Methodology 
2.1.	  Data	  Gathering	  
The team started the data gathering process by studying about ITS and AIS through its web 
presence. The first client meeting provided additional information about the organization and the 
many changes it has undergone in the last three years. With a renewed understanding of the project 
scope, we prepared questions spanning topics such as communication habits, communication 
protocols, work projects, and the work environment at AIS. After a couple interviews, we realized 
how much the organizational changes have impacted employees and we tailored questions to gage 
how these changes were impacting employees. These questions focused on resource pools and 
communication policies regarding changes.  
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In order to accurately assess the communication patterns and the flow of information from the 
leadership to the staff members, the team interviewed eight employees at various levels in the 
organization within a three-week duration of September and October 2012. This included the 
Executive Director, one Director, one Assistant Director, three Managers, and two administrative 
assistants. Because of time and course restraints we were unable to interview as many employees as 
we would have liked. We feel that this was a viewpoint we could have greatly aided our 
interpretation, but instead, we relied on information received from mangers. Each interview 
provided new insights into the information flow process that helped the team analyze AIS 
communication. 

2.2.	  Data	  Analysis	  
After each interview, the team met for an interpretation session, during which the interviewers 
debriefed the team on information captured during the interview and facilitated the creation of 
affinity notes. Affinity notes detail significant aspects of the interviewees work experience along 
with reasoning as to why it is important. In addition to note-taking, the team members also analyzed 
the data by creating work models that capture the physical environment (physical model), 
communication via artifacts (artifact model), the steps involved in the work (sequence model), 
communication flow and patterns (flow model), and the nature of influences in the work 
environment (cultural model). Consolidating the various models for all the interviewees then 
allowed the team the opportunity to understand the bigger picture and analyze the breakdowns from 
various angles. (See Appendix B for our Consolidated Cultural Model)  
 
The next step in the analysis process involved creating the affinity wall, which is another process 
that allows for the team to observe unique connections between interviewee data (see Appendix C). 
The affinity wall provided a visual and hierarchical representation of the different levels of 
communication observed by our team. The wall also aids in storytelling, and each member that 
walks the wall is able to interpret the problems identified in a unique way and come up with design 
ideas that can help mitigate the breakdowns. The final steps involved using the design ideas, along 
with the blue, pink, and green notes, to create our final report and recommendations for improving 
communication efforts. We analyzed the recommendations based on benefits, feasibility, and 
challenges for implementation. (See Appendix A for list of questions used in this process.) 

3.   Findings  
Our team found that the communication related to workflow at AIS is very effective, and day-to-
day tasks are being accomplished successfully. In fact, some interviewees mentioned that there are 
no problems with regards to “action-needed” information where work is concerned. Additionally, 
clients are the top priority and every interviewee mentioned that they try to meet their clients’ needs 
as much as possible. We are glad to report that while communication style differs between different 
teams and/or departments, it has been effective in meeting project and client needs. 
 
The recent and ongoing organizational changes has had multifold effects on staff, team dynamics, 
and in many cases, has affected how information regarding the changes is being communicated by 
the leadership to the staff. Our interview data has led us to findings that are integrally connected to 
each other and the overall communication issues. Because of this we will first present two major 
findings with several smaller, more specific findings to follow. Following the description of our 
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findings, we discuss short-term and long-term recommendations. Because of the connected nature 
of the work environment issues we discovered, the recommendations apply to multiple findings.  

3.1.	  Finding	  One:	  Organizational	  changes	  altering	  employee	  roles	  and	  team	  structures	  
The examples below provide microcosms of the organizational changes as a whole.  Generally, staff 
are optimistic, however, they are uncertain as to how their job roles may change in the future. One 
interviewee pointed out that staff are uninformed about the scope and goals of the overall 
organizational changes. Additionally, one interviewee described that the “downsizing and changes 
have taken their toll. There’s more cynicism and confidence in leadership is down.”  On the other 
hand, despite the changes, “staff still do their work, and it does not affect their work.” 

3.1.1.	  Shifts	  in	  culture	  put	  new	  demands	  on	  employees	  
Our interviews have revealed that the organizational changes are having a major impact on AIS 
staff.  One area of change is the flattening of the hierarchy. The previous work environment was 
more traditional in terms of hierarchy and most information was shared up and down the chain 
of command. Additionally, interviewees often mentioned that people were used to working in 
“silos.” This term, silo, refers to the different departments of AIS and ITS working only with 
people in their specific department.  As the organization has changed there have been attempts 
to flatten this hierarchy and eliminate departmental distinctions. The new model expects AIS 
employees to be involved in multiple areas of the company, not just their own silo, as it was 
before.  One example of this is that some managers and directors are now on the same level 
hierarchically as their bosses in some aspects of their work, but still report to them in other 
aspects.   

 
Another example concerns the administrative assistants.  Administrative assistants have seen 
their roles change dramatically as the organization has shifted.  Previously they worked on 
projects with greater responsibility, and felt as if they contributed to the workflow of the 
organization. Now as administrative assistant positions are being cut, they are also experiencing 
a shift in their essential job duties. Most of their tasks revolve around calendar management for 
the directors or managers they work with. One interviewee remarked that “calendar 
management takes up much of my time.” Calendar management is a time consuming task, but 
does not provide the stimulation that their previous work did. As one interviewee noted, “who 
wants to set up meetings all day?” There is frustration that their jobs no longer align with their 
career goals. 
Recommendations: See section 4.1, 4.2, 4.4, 5.2, 5.3 

3.1.2.	  Resource	  Pools	  are	  exciting	  to	  some	  and	  discouraging	  to	  others	  
Perhaps the most pervasive example of the impact of organizational changes is the new 
Resource Pool system. With this system, staff are no longer dedicated to their respective 
departments. Instead, they work across AIS on a project-to-project basis.  Some employees are 
looking forward to this change. They see it as a way to gain new skills and learn about different 
aspects of the organization. Others see it as an unwanted change, as they are content to keep 
their work focused within the area they are used to.  Regardless of how employees see the 
changes affecting them, there is a general feeling of uncertainty and even some indifference. 
The Resource Pools have not been fully implemented and interviewees seemed skeptical about 
how effective they will be. Though the resource pools are not unanimously popular, the real 
issue seems to be tied to the fact that changes are not finalized and have been ongoing for over a 
year. 
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The Resource Pool system relies on the priority project list. The Administrative Domain 
Advisory Council (ADAC) determines the priority project list based on project significance to 
the entire UM community. High priority projects demand more resources and can access staff in 
the Resource Pools. This system can strain resources, as it is difficult to pause priority projects 
and also difficult to remove employees from existing projects. One interviewee was optimistic 
about the pools, but had trouble seeing how the process might work more smoothly. In addition, 
because of the externally set priorities, it can be difficult for managers or directors who want to 
propose a new project to get the proper resources. As one interviewee noted, “if I don’t have any 
priority projects, I can’t get additional resources, even if I need help.” Another interviewee 
described the process similarly, “the advisory council has the priority list of projects, but the 
smaller projects get pushed aside and that compromises the relationship with the customer.”  
The Resources Pools were implemented to create a more transparent and connected work 
environment, but so far, the process is still in transition and it is unclear how well it will work 
for AIS.  
Recommendations: see 4.2, 4.4, 5.2, 5.3 

3.2.	  Finding	  Two:	  There	  is	  a	  breakdown	  of	  information	  flow	  between	  leadership	  and	  staff	  
concerning	  organizational	  changes.	  	  
There are several findings that affect the breakdown of information flow between leadership and 
staff concerning organizational changes. The biggest issue concerning the breakdown is the 
inaccessibility of leadership, and when there are meetings with leadership, they are often not as 
productive as they could be. Communication between leadership and the rest of AIS often takes 
place in email, however, everyone seems to be overloaded with information through email. Also, 
information tends to be lost in translation, when filtered down from directors to managers to staff. 
Based on the interviews, it was discovered that many of the leaders are unsure about what can be 
shared, should be shared, or what the staff members want to know, causing managers to often not 
know what they can share. The lack of standardization and formal protocols adds to the confusion 
and loss of communication within AIS. 

3.2.1.	  Leadership	  is	  not	  accessible	  
Leadership is often found to be inaccessible to answer questions or relay new information 
because they are very busy, usually in meetings and frequently away from the office. Many of 
these meetings take place off-campus or outside of the Administrative Service Building. Due to 
many meetings, and the travel time between meetings, leadership has a hard time making 
themselves accessible to staff. In response to this, some leaders have held larger meetings to try 
and share information, but in general the meetings felt impersonal and ineffective. 
Recommendation: see section 4.1, 4.3, 5.2 

3.2.2.	  Formal	  meetings	  are	  not	  productive	  enough	  
There are a lot of meetings at AIS, however many people feel that the meetings are not 
productive enough. Many times, the meetings tend to be a one-way conversation and some 
employees feel there is not enough time for feedback, and they can’t address their concerns or 
questions. Furthermore, as with most people, leadership can be distracted by technology (such 
as email, smartphones, etc.) and often try to multitask, which means they may end up casually 
listening rather than actively contributing to the meeting. 
Recommendation: see section 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 5.2  
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3.2.3.	  In	  general,	  employees	  feel	  overwhelmed	  by	  email	  
Email seems like an easy solution for communicating missed information at meetings, or to take 
the place of meetings, however, information overload is occurring with email at AIS. During our 
interviews, we found that most employees at AIS receive hundreds of emails per day, and one 
interviewee had over 10,000 emails in their inbox. A lot of information is overlooked or 
forgotten, so some important information can slip through the cracks. 
Recommendation: see section 4.1, 4.3, 5.1 

3.2.4.	  There	  is	  a	  lack	  of	  standardization	  and	  formal	  protocols	  
In terms of communication, there is a lack of formal protocols, causing confusion about what 
information can be shared, who should share it, and how to share it. One member in leadership 
expressed that they do not know what the staff want to know, or how much to share, so a lot of 
the information goes unmentioned. When the information does get shared and dispersed among 
other members of leadership, it can often be unclear or misconstrued, with no clear directions on 
what can be shared or how to share the information. This allows individual team leaders to pass 
along the information as they see fit, however, everyone does it differently, causing a lack of 
uniformity with information sharing. 
Recommendation: see section 4.4, 4.5, 5.1, 5.2 

3.2.5.	  Managers	  don’t	  always	  know	  what	  can	  be	  communicated	  to	  staff	  
Many of the managers often times feel stuck in the middle because they also do not know 
exactly what can be shared or should be shared. Also, managers often do not know the answers 
to questions they are asked because they were not provided new information from leadership. 
Directors and managers also have their own way of sharing information with their team or group 
of employees, and since there is no standard protocol for sharing information, there tends to be 
an irregularity and unevenness among what staff know. A couple interviewees commented that 
information regarding the structural and cultural changes is lost in translation by the time the 
information reaches staff, if it makes it to them at all. 
Recommendation: see section 4.4, 4.5, 5.2 

4.   Short-Term Recommendations (within one year) 
4.1.	  Weekly	  Office	  Hours	  for	  Leadership	  
This recommendation addresses Findings 3.2.1, 3.2.2, and 3.2.3. Leadership should have weekly 
office hours during which they are in their office and ready to answer any questions that arise 
from any staff member. We see this as an opportunity for staff to ask follow up questions from 
staff meetings, address concerns about company changes, and ask simple questions about work 
projects. Another potential benefit would be decreases in the number of email bouncing back 
and forth and being forwarded multiple times. Even if the “office hours” are only one hour a 
week, this policy would also show that leadership are prioritizing their departments and taking 
the initiative to be open with staff. This is fairly easy to implement, but will require adjustment 
of schedules.  Leadership would need to create set “office hours” in their schedule on a 
repeating weekly basis. It would be optimal if the office hours took place on the same day and at 
the same time weekly, so as to be as consistent as possible. The challenge is that it is not easy to 
find a time to set aside due to already hectic schedules and some members of leadership may be 
resistant to the idea. 
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4.2.	  Create	  staff	  platform	  to	  share	  opinion	  during	  meetings	  
This recommendation directly addresses Findings 3.1.1, 3.1.2, and 3.2.2. Leadership should 
incorporate more time for discussion and feedback in formal meetings or promote informal 
meetings in order to better to address organizational changes. This will provide staff with an 
opportunity to give more input on decisions that directly affect them and their job duties. In 
addition, staff may feel more included thereby boosting morale. It also gives leadership 
opportunity to better understand what staff members are thinking and feeling regarding changes. 
It is easy to implement in the short-term. Simply, add time into the meeting agenda for questions 
at the end of the meeting, and stick to the timed schedule. One of the challenges for this 
recommendation is that it requires a willingness of leadership to accept direct feedback from 
staff. It should also be stressed to staff that it is acceptable for them to share their opinions, as 
they may feel uncomfortable sharing such information in a group setting.  

4.3.	  Open	  Team	  Meetings	  
This recommendation addresses Findings 3.2.1, 3.2.2, and 3.2.3. Staff should have open team 
meetings regularly during which they invite the director of their department to join them. This 
would increase the involvement of leadership in the ongoing work at AIS.  The challenge to 
implementing this recommendation is the high number of commitments staff already have, 
especially leadership. This idea would require deliberate scheduling and planning, but the 
benefit would be increased face-to-face communication between staff and leadership, and 
maybe a decrease in number of emails sent. A reasonable goal might be inviting leadership and 
scheduling team meetings with them 1-2 times a month.  

4.4.	  Written	  Communication	  Plan	  
This recommendation addresses to Findings 3.1.1, 3.1.2, 3.2.4 and 3.2.5. AIS should have a 
deliberate and formal written communication plan regarding organization changes. A formal, 
documented communication plan may help guide staff through changes. The communication 
document, regularly published and updated, should be in a consistent place (like the intranet). 
This is relatively easy to implement although it will take a focused effort on leaderships’ part to 
schedule drafting sessions. It might be helpful to designate a member of leadership as the 
Communication Director for the time being (until company changes are finalized). We think it 
would be optimal to publish this document, but even if this document wasn’t published, the 
exercise of creating it should be enlightening for leadership. 

4.5.	  Empower	  managers	  to	  share	  more	  information.	  
This recommendation addresses Finding 3.2.4 and 3.2.5. Managers should be more empowered 
to inform staff about changes to work processes and job descriptions. Leadership or the 
Communication Plan should provide more context about how the information can and should be 
shared. This could be enacted in the short-term by providing communication guidelines for all 
managers. But a potential challenge is that information may be shared too soon thereby having a 
negative effect on morale.  
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5. Long-Term Recommendations (year or more) 
5.1.	  Facilitate	  better	  use	  of	  Intranet	  
This recommendation addresses Findings 3.2.3 and 3.2.4. AIS should facilitate better use of the 
intranet, which is a great communication tool that everyone at AIS has access to and can use. It 
is central repository for all information and a discussion forum to post questions for leadership. 
Not only would this open communication flow between leadership and staff, but it could also 
reduce email overload. By having a company Intranet, this could offer a chat room, open forum, 
blogs, comments, questions, announcements, and events all in one location. This 
recommendation is easier to implement in the long-term because creating the Communication 
Plan and some other recommendations are more essential. The Intranet already exists, but it is 
not regularly used, so this will require training staff to think about the Intranet in a new way. 

5.2.	  Finalize	  Organizational	  Changes	  
This recommendation addresses all Findings. One of the major things we discovered from 
interviewees is that the ongoing changes are difficult to work with and the uncertainty is 
frustrating. In order for everyone to have a better understanding of the organizational plan, we 
suggest finalizing the changes as soon as possible and using the written Communication Plan to 
explain the new work environment to all employees. This is a recommendation that is not 
simple to implement and the challenge is that all of ITS, a large and complex company, has been 
shifting.  

5.3.	  Weekend	  retreat	  to	  promote	  	  
This recommendation can address Findings 3.1.1 and 3.1.2. Leadership of AIS could host a 
weekend retreat for the entire department to provide a more intimate and fun environment to 
help foster communication between leadership and staff, promote relationships and enhance 
team-building skills. It would be optimal to have this retreat after finalizing organizational 
changes, so that job descriptions and new work practices are set and employees can simply 
focus on building new relationships and skills. This event could offer workshops and training 
sessions in communication, tools, and products for project management. This is a long-term 
goal because the changes should probably be more finalized before taking this on. In addition, 
this would require budget and much planning.  

6. Conclusion and Priority Recommendations  
As we have highlighted, the organizational shifts have had the biggest impact on AIS employees’ 
days to day work activities. The most important thing we can recommend is to finalize the 
organization changes overall. Establishing open team meetings and office hours will foster better 
communication between leadership and staff. In addition, having a written communication plan will 
standardize the communication practices while the organization continues to transition to a new 
work environment. Overall, adapting one or more of these recommendations could lead to better 
communication flow and increased understanding of the scope and goals of the new work models 
currently being implemented. This understanding will empower employees and, hopefully, create a 
greater feeling of unity among AIS departments. 
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7. Appendices	  

Appendix A: Recommendation Criteria 
We used questions like the following to determine recommendations:  

• Benefits: What are the possible benefits for AIS if this recommendation were implemented? 
How effectively does this recommendation address a finding or breakdown? 

• Long-term vs. Short-term feasibility: Will this recommendation be simple and cost effective 
to implement? Is this something that can be accomplished quickly? What steps are needed to 
accomplish this goal? 

• Challenges: What things might make this recommendation difficult to implement? 
 

Appendix B: Cultural Model 
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Appendix C: Affinity Notes picture 
 
The team first organized notes from all the interviews into related groups and labeled them with ‘blue 
labels’. The blue label summarizes the key points in the grouped affinity notes. The process is 
repeated and the blue notes are summarized in pink notes, and finally, related pink notes are 
organized under a green note that captures the overall problem/breakdown. The wall provides a 
visualization of the communication and work processes captured during interviews. The yellow notes 
are design ideas.  They are ideas that address the breakdowns revealed by the affinity process, and are 
the basis, along with the models, for our recommendations. 
 
 

 
 


