ISSN: 1545-679X

Q Information Systems Education Journal
Volume 4, Number 75 http://isedj.org/4/75/ September 14, 2006

In this issue:

Using Enron to Teach the Value of Integration

James J. Pomykalski
Susquehanna University
Selinsgrove, PA 17870 USA

Abstract: Motivating business students in an Information Systems course is a unique challenge.
In this paper, we discuss the use of a case study involving Enron in an IS Theory and Practice
course. The case study points out what can go wrong when the business, organizational, and IS
strategies within an enterprise are not balanced. Writing assignments as part of the case study are
also highlighted.

Keywords: case study, Enron, IS strategy, IS 2002 Model Curriculum, writing assignments

Recommended Citation: Pomykalski (2006). Using Enron to Teach the Value of Integration.
Information Systems Education Journal, 4 (75). http://isedj.org/4/75/. ISSN: 1545-679X. (Also
appears in The Proceedings of ISECON 2004: §3123. ISSN: 1542-7382.)

This issue is on the Internet at http://isedj.org/4/75/



ISEDJ 4 (75) Information Systems Education Journal 2

The Information Systems Education Journal (ISEDJ) is a peer-reviewed academic journal
published by the Education Special Interest Group (EDSIG) of the Association of Information
Technology Professionals (AITP, Chicago, Illinois). e ISSN: 1545-679X. e First issue: 8 Sep 2003.
e Title: Information Systems Education Journal. Variants: IS Education Journal; ISEDJ. e Phys-
ical format: online. e Publishing frequency: irregular; as each article is approved, it is published
immediately and constitutes a complete separate issue of the current volume. e Single issue price:
free. e Subscription address: subscribe@isedj.org. e Subscription price: free. e Electronic access:
http://isedj.org/ e Contact person: Don Colton (editor@isedj.org)

2004 AITP Education Special Interest Group Board of Directors

Jack Russell Stuart A. Varden Paul M. Leidig Margaret Thomas
NW St U (Louisiana) Pace University Grand Valley St Univ Ohio University
Past President 2004 EDSIG President Vice President Secretary, 2003-2004
Don Colton Albert L. Harris Jeffrey Hsu Dena Johnson
BYU Hawaii Appalachian St Univ Fairleigh Dickinson Tarleton State Univ
Director, 2001-2004 JISE Editor Director, 2004-2005 Director, 2003-2004
Jens O. Liegle Marcos Sivitanides Robert B. Sweeney Jennifer Thomas
Georgia State Univ Texas St San Marcos U of South Alabama Pace University
Director, 2003-2004 Director, 2004-2005 Treasurer, 2004 Membership, 2003-2004

Information Systems Education Journal

Don Colton
Brigham Young University Hawaii
Editor

2004 ISECON Papers Committee

The Information Systems Education Conference (ISECON) solicits and presents each year papers
on topics of interest to IS Educators. Peer-reviewed papers are submitted to this journal.

William J. Tastle Mark (Buzz) Hensel Amjad A. Abdullat
Ithaca College Univ of Texas at Arlington West Texas A&M Univ
2004 ISECON Papers Chair Associate Papers Chair Associate Papers Chair

EDSIG activities include the publication of ISEDJ, the organization and execution of the annual
ISECON conference held each fall, the publication of the Journal of Information Systems Education
(JISE), and the designation and honoring of an IS Educator of the Year. e The Foundation for
Information Technology Education has been the key sponsor of ISECON over the years. e The
Association for Information Technology Professionals (AITP) provides the corporate umbrella under
which EDSIG operates.

(© Copyright 2005 EDSIG. In the spirit of academic freedom, permission is granted to make and
distribute unlimited copies of this issue in its PDF or printed form, so long as the entire document
is presented, and it is not modified in any substantial way.

© 2006 EDSIG http://isedj.org/4/75/ September 14, 2006



ISEDJ 4 (75)

Pomykalski 3

Using Enron to Teach the Value of Integration

James J. Pomykalski
Sigmund Weis School of Business
Susquehanna University
Selinsgrove, Pennsylvania 17870, USA

Abstract

Motivating business students in an Information Systems course is a unique challenge. In this
paper, we discuss the use of a case study involving Enron in an IS Theory and Practice course.
The case study points out what can go wrong when the business, organizational, and IS

strategies within an enterprise are not balanced.

study are also highlighted.

Writing assignments as part of the case

keywords: case study, Enron, IS Strategy, IS 2002 Model Curriculum, writing assignments

1. INTRODUCTION

Motivating business students in an Informa-
tion Systems course is a unique challenge.
The instructor must work hard to find mate-
rial that will engage and interest the student
while also meeting the learning objectives
set forth for the course. In this paper, we
discuss the use of a case study involving
Enron (Berinato 2002) as a “hook” that en-
ables the instructor to meet the objective of
motivating business students to understand
the significance of coordinating business,
organizational and information systems
strategy and the integration of data sources
across the organization.

To just about every business school student,
Enron should be a household name. While
the story of Enron’s accounting practices and
ethics violations are getting “old”, the story
of Enron’s information systems strategy may
not be well known. Using the case study,
Enron IT: A Tale of Excess and Chaos
(Berinato 2002), students learn more about
Enron and their failings in managing not just
their financials but their information technol-
ogy (IT) operations as well. In addition, the
case points out how a culture of decentrali-
zation can have a severe impact on all as-
pects of the organization. This case study is
an opportunity to show students first hand
how bad IT can be managed and begs the
question, “If Enron was not taken down by
the accounting scandals, could their IT op-
erations have caused a corporate collapse?”
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This paper is structured as follows. In sec-
tion two, the use of case studies as peda-
gogy is discussed, especially in IS courses.
Section three shows how the case study is
used in a course a kin to the IS 2002.3 In-
formation Systems Theory and Practice
course in the IS 2002 Model Curriculum
(Gorgone, J. T., G. B. Davis, et al. 2002).
Section four discusses some of the distin-
guishing features of the Enron case that
make it attractive to IS and business stu-
dents; uses of the case study in other
courses in the model curriculum are dis-
cussed. Course impacts and future work are
discussed in the next section. This section
highlights some of the accrued benefits of
including this case within the theory and
practice course as well as further refine-
ments of the use of this case in the IS
2002.3 course. The final section gives Web
links to case study resources that might en-
hance other IS courses.

2. CASE STUDIES AND IS PEDAGOGY

“Case studies cut across a range of compa-
nies, industries, and situations, providing an
exposure far greater than what students are
likely to experience otherwise.” (Corey 1996,
p.1). The use of case studies in the peda-
gogy of many IS educators is important to
help students learn and appreciate the reali-
ties of IT-related decision-making situations.
In addition, “Cases can allow students to
develop high-order reasoning skills, bring
real world examples into the classroom, al-
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low students to learn by doing, bring organ-
izational impacts, social values, and ethical
issues to the forefront of discussion, and
include realistic content, objectives and
knowledge transfer.” (Hackney, McMaster et
al. 2003, p.229). Finally, case studies can
assist students to enhance their teamwork,
problem solving, and oral and written com-
munication skills that are highly valued by
potential employers (Cappel 2001; Alsop
2004).

Case studies provide an instructor the op-
portunity to help provide these skills to stu-
dents in a number of different ways through
the preparation and presentation of the case
study. Many authors present guidelines for
effective case study usage in the classroom.
These guidelines state that the three most
important things that both instructors and
students can do is “Prepare, Prepare, Pre-
pare”. Assuming that the instructor has
done their part in the preparation of the case
study, including the creation of learning ob-
jectives to be covered, the students must
also prepare.

Preparation for a case study on the part of
students can vary widely, and guidelines for
student preparation do exist (Edge and
Coleman 1982; Ronstandt 1993; Corey
1996). The first activity the students must
engage in is in reading the case; in fact
many authors (Edge and Coleman 1982;
Ronstandt 1993; Corey 1996) suggest first
reading the case quickly and then rereading
the case more carefully, with thought to an-
swering some key questions. After close
reading of the case, students should able to
identify the key issues in the case, the major
players in the case, and a list of facts related
to the key issues. In order to assess the
preparation of the students for the case
study work and the discussion, faculty can
prepare a writing assignment to guide the
student learning. Writing assignments can
be created both as a pre-case as well as a
post-case analysis tool to ensure the maxi-
mum learning has been derived from the
case study.

Pre-case assignments can range from a sim-
ple list of “thought” questions to a formal
written analysis of the case based on the
content of the course and the issues raised
in the case. Post-case assignments can also
come in many forms but a formal analysis
document is most often called for in order to
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develop the students’ analytical thinking and
problems solving skills (Corey 1996). For-
mal analysis assignments need to include a
good problem definition, a breakdown of the
issues described in the case, analysis of the
important issues, a marshaling of the rele-
vant facts, and conclusions with formal rec-
ommendations (Corey 1996). It is up to the
individual instructor but these assignments
can be graded or un-graded, however, for-
mal feedback on these written assignments
help students to understand the areas of
critical thinking they must still develop
(Bean 1996).

In this paper, we discuss the use of a case
study that not only “hooks” students’ inter-
est but also provides richness in the realities
of the decision-making situation. The author
uses both pre- and post-case writing as-
signments to further the student learning
experience. In the next section, we discuss
the use of the Enron case study in the IS
Theory and Practice course (152002.3).

3. USE IN IS STRATEGY COURSE

Enron IT: A Tale of Excess and Chaos
(Berinato 2002) is currently being used in an
IS Theory and Practice course that is re-
quired for all senior business majors. While
taking this course the seniors are also en-
rolled in a business strategy course, how-
ever, little integration between these
courses currently exists.

The objectives covered by the use of the
Enron case study in this course are:

e Identify, compare and contrast business
strategy, organizational strategy and in-
formation systems strategy.

e Describe the types, roles and functions
of information resources (Pearlson
2004).

e Compare and contrast the technologies
involved in enterprise information inte-
gration.

Prior to introducing the case in class the stu-
dents are asked to read the first chapter of
the textbook by Pearlson and Saunders
(2004) and are presented a lecture on data
and information integration strategies. Both
Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) and En-
terprise Application Integration (EAI) are
covered and examples of successful imple-
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mentations of both technologies are dis-
cussed in class.

The major theme of the first chapter of the
Pearlson and Saunders text is in understand-
ing the roles played by business, organiza-
tional and IS strategy. Pearlson and Saun-
ders (2004) use the Information Systems
strategy triangle (ISSA) to depict the rela-
tionship between these key elements as an
equilateral triangle. The ISSA suggests
three key points about strategy (Pearlson
and Saunders 2004):

1. In most successful firms, business strat-
egy drives both organizational and IS
strategy,

2. IS strategy affects both business and
organizational strategy and IS strategy
can be and is affected by the other two,

3. IS strategy has both intended and unin-
tended consequences with business and
organizational strategies.

Enron is a perfect example of the interplay
between business, organizational, and IS
strategy in that, while the business strategy
of Enron was well known, the organizational
strategy of fragmented business units that
valued competition (without communication)
over cooperation lead to disastrous conse-
quences in their “non-existent” IS strategy.

First of all, the overall prevailing organiza-
tional strategy of competition between inter-
nal groups of the corporation led to each
group creating and orchestrating its own IT
policies and purchases; this lead to massive
overspending on IT systems due to duplica-
tion of systems and singularity of purchases.

Second, the internal groups lacked a locus of
control over IT spending; “practically anyone
with a new idea was free to spend money”
(Berinato 2002, p.2). In order to justify an
IT purchase, employees only need to show a
return on investment (ROI) of 38% for ap-
proval; this lead to spending on systems
that were—at best—marginally successful.
Another related problem was that lack of
sufficient management control and follow-
up. Many of the purchases of IT equipment
were never even used after they were or-
dered and arrived. After Enron was ruined,
many IT purchases were found still in their
original packaging.
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The impact of Enron’s IS “strategy” was
seen by the work (actually overwork) of the
IT call center. At its peak (in 2001) the in-
ternal help center was handling one support
call every 90 seconds; in one month the call
center had over 12,000 calls. These calls
were largely the result of two things: first,
lack of a common standard for IT systems
and, second, implemented IT systems that
lacked sufficient training for employees to
effectively use the systems.

Enron’s data situation was equally decentral-
ized. Data islands were commonplace and
even worse, “the same data existed in dif-
ferent forms on different islands. Entire
teams were dedicated to the task of deci-
phering the data.” (Berinato 2002, p.2).
One Enron veteran was quoted as saying
“preparing annual reports was a joke”
(Berinato 2002, p.3).

However, Enron was beginning to counter
this data island mentality. In October 2000,
Enron decided to begin to implement a mas-
sive SAP deployment. By summer 2001, the
integration project began to have rewards
for Enron as a whole due to the deployment
of the human resources, financial informa-
tion, asset Management and tax module of
the SAP system being operational since early
2001.

The case study is used to enhance the prob-
lem solving and oral and written communi-
cation skills of business students. A pre-
case writing assignment is given to deter-
mine the initial level of understanding of the
students in regard to the details of the case
study. The students are asked to answer
seven questions (shown below) and provide
written responses to the individual ques-
tions.

1. What business is the company in this
case in and what is their primary busi-
ness strategy?

2. Describe both the organizational and
Information Systems strategy and the
relationship between them. With regard
to the Information Systems Strategy Tri-
angle, discuss the problems experienced
by this company.

3. Are these the actual problems or only
symptoms of underlying problems?

4. What problems is the call center experi-
encing? Why?
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5. What strategies did the company under-
take to remedy their problems? Be spe-
cific.

6. Describe the outcomes of the strategies

that the Enron undertook; specifically
what changes were becoming apparent?

7. Describe at least two “lessons learned”
that you think are most important.

In addition to the case material, students
are also given Web links to further content
on Enron as a corporation (through Hoo-
vers.com), and on both ERP and EAI funda-
mentals.

On the day the pre-case writing assignment
is due, the students are engaged in an in-
class discussion about the case and how the
case illustrates both the positive and nega-
tive aspects of Enron’s actions. The focus of
the discussion is on how the decision to un-
dertake an implementation of the SAP sys-
tem (an ERP implementation) began to bring
the Enron IT chaos to an end. The students
are asked to discuss how this particular IT
decision affected the organizational strategy
of fragmented business units and how this
might have affected the ability of Enron
management to prepare quarterly and an-
nual reports.

As a wrap-up to the case study discussion
the students are asked to write a one to two
page “action-influencing” memo addressed
to the appropriate person at Enron, (the
students must figure out who this person is)
that includes the following aspects.

1. a description of the firm,

2. a description of the problems encoun-
tered and the reasons for them,

3. a description of the Management Sup-
port System implemented,

4. the impact of the system on the firm,

a discussion of at least three “lessons
learned” from this case study.

The students must decide the ordering of
these items given the fact that a memo
should be clear and concise. The most im-
portant point of this memo should be stated
in the opening paragraph (what action you
want to see taken) with the subsequent
paragraphs used to show the rationale for
this action.
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The richness of this case study for the
1S2002.3 course has been the major focus of
this paper, however, other content is in-
cluded in the case so that this specific case
can be used effectively in other courses
throughout the IS 2002 Model Curriculum.
In the next section we highlight some of
these other courses and how the case may
be used.

4. USES IN OTHER AREAS OF IS 2002
MODEL CURRICULUM

The Enron case study describes an organiza-
tion in disarray when it comes to IT man-
agement. A number of problems are mani-
fested due to the nature of the organiza-
tional strategy employed by Enron and its
executives. However, the focus of the case
study does not necessarily have be on the
impact of the organizational strategy but can
also look at some of the poorly chosen ac-
tions undertaken and how they impact En-
ron’s bottom line.

Specifically, the case study could be used in
the IS 2002.7: Analysis and Logical Design
by focusing on how Enron often shortcut life
cycle stages in order to implement systems
more quickly; increasing the risks of projects
not meeting user requirements. For exam-
ple, even after Enron started to implement
the SAP system they quickly—too quickly—
implemented an SAP tool called CATS (Cross
Application Time Sheet) to assist employees
in tracking project hours. It was later esti-
mated to cost $176,000 to “fix” the CATS
application; the fix was never approved and
the CATS system was left unused.

In the IS 2002.1 course—Fundamentals of
Information Systems—the interplay between
the ethics of IT professionals (within Enron)
and the design and development of organ-
izational systems could be addressed. The
case study quotes an Enron Web designer as
saying “...and in the back of my head, I was
wondering how they (Enron) could afford all
of this. They never said no.” (Berinato
2002, p.3) Also, the case study points out
incidents of technology being ordered and
paid for and going largely unused due to
lack of the necessary technology skills within
a purchasing group.

In other IT projects, Enron often used out-
side consultants and outsourcing when the
necessary skills to develop the systems were
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often available in-house. The examination
of the proper use of outsourcing is one of
the stated learning objectives in the IS
2002.2: Electronic Business Strategy, Archi-
tecture and Design course and the IS
2002.10: Project Management and Practice
course.

5. CASE STUDY IMPACT AND FUTURE
WORK

Many benefits have accrued from the use of
the Enron case study in the author’s IS The-
ory and Practice course. This course is re-
quired of all business students as part of a
sequence of four IS courses that are re-
quired of all business majors as part of their
degree program. This course is designed to
show the impact of IS on particular business
disciplines (marketing, human resources,
operations, etc.), however, most (non-IS)
students find the course (from comments in
past course evaluations) irrelevant and un-
important to their future career endeavors.

Given this lack of motivation and interest in
the course, this case study provides a “hook”
for many of these students. From a survey
of course evaluations and assignments con-
cluded after this initial case study, many
students find this case interesting. Students
use this case study as a means of compari-
sons to other examples where the impacts
between the business, organizational, and
information systems strategies are less evi-
dent. In addition, the discussion that is part
of this case has the highest rate of interac-
tion and inclusion from all students through-
out the semester.

This case study has now been used for the
past four semesters. The nature of the as-
signments and the discussion has not been
changed, however, the timing of this case in
the course has. Initially, this case was used
as a final case study in the course, however,
the past two course offerings this case has
been used as an opening case (necessitating
the movement of the integration discussion).
In the future further changes are antici-
pated; but these will be minor. These
changes include using a memo format to
structure the pre-case assignment deliver-
able; being more deliberate in making con-
nections of other material with the Enron
case (like the use of outsourcing); and ask-
ing the students to focus more on the nature
of ERP and its impacts on other firms and
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their organizational strategy to contrast En-
ron.

6. WHERE TO FIND RELEVANT CASE
STUDIES

There are many education-related sites for
instructors to be able to find potential case
studies to use in their IS courses. The most
popular sites for business and information
systems case students are either the Har-
vard Business School or the Richard Ivey
School of Business at the University of
Western Ontario. Idea-Group, Inc. provides
a number of annals that contain IS-related
case studies; they also provide a searchable
site for these case studies. A recent positive
addition to the Journal of Information Sys-
tems Education is the publishing of case
studies as a regular feature of the Journal
(Hackney, McMaster et al. 2003). Web sites
for each of these repositories are given be-
low.

In addition to these IS education-related
sites, many “trade” publications in the In-
formation Systems area have also published
case studies (the Enron case was found at
CIO Magazine). These sites are also given
below.

Harvard Business School:
http://harvardbusinessonline.hbsp.harvard
.edu/b01/en/cases/cases_home.jhtml

Richard Ivey School of Business:
http://www1l.ivey.ca/cases/

Idea-Group, Inc.
http://www.idea-group.com/cases/

Journal of Information Systems Education:
http://www.jise.appstate.edu/index.htm

CIO Magazine: http://www.cio.com/

CIO Insight: http://www.cioinsight.com
/category2/0,1426,80,00.asp

Darwin Magazine:
http://www.darwinmag.com/

Computerworld:
http://www.computerworld.com/

Baseline Magazine:
http://www.baselinemag.com/

September 14, 2006



ISEDJ 4 (75) Pomykalski 8

7. REFERENCES

Alsop, R. (2004). How to Get Hired. The Wall
Street Journal. September 22, 2004.
New York, NY: RS8.

Bean, John C., 1996, Engaging Ideas.
Jossey-Bass Inc., San Francisco.

Berinato, Scott, 2002, "Enron IT: A Tale of
Excess and Chaos." CIO Magazine,
http://www.cio.com/executive/edit/0305
02_enron.html, Accessed: June 22,
2004.

Cappel, James J., 2001, "A Systems Analysis
& Design Case: ABC Church." Journal of
Information Systems Education, 12(4),
pp. 233-234.

Corey, E. Raymond, 1996, "The Use of Cases
in Management Education." Harvard
Business School, Report No. 9-376-240,
Harvard.

Edge, Alfred G. and Denis R. Coleman, 1982,
The Guide to Case Analysis and Report-
ing. System Logistics, Inc., Honolulu.

Gorgone, John T., Gordon B. Davis, et al.,
2002, "IS2002: Model Curriculum and
Guidelines for Undergraduate Degree
Programs in Information Systems."
Communications of the Association for
Information Systems, 11, pp. 1-53.

Hackney, Ray, Tom McMaster, et al., 2003,
"Using Cases as a Teaching Tool in IS
Education." Journal of Information Sys-
tems Education, 14(3), pp. 229-234.

Pearlson, Keri E. and Carol S. Saunders,
2004, Managing and Using Information
Systems: A Strategic Approach. John
Wiley & Sons, Inc., New York.

Ronstandt, Robert, 1993, The art of case
analysis. Lord Publishing, Wayland, MA.

© 2006 EDSIG http://isedj.org/4/75/ September 14, 2006



