  When I started at Asurion, I couldn't believe how many tasks were being done daily. I watched with horror as John Beamon installed a Scalix server by swapping disks in and out of the CD-ROM drive.  I asked him, “Why are you not using kickstart?” He replied, “No time to set it up.” This was one of the many incidents in my first days here that filled me with a sense of foreboding for the enormous amount of work to do, yet also lifted my spirits with hope. Yes, hope. I had sitting before me a blank canvas – there was literally no Linux infrastructure. I had the rare opportunity to implement a complete Linux infrastructure, from scratch. 

   I discussed this with Ken Wincel – the hardest working manager I've ever met, by the way – and told him that I could definitely make things better because I knew the initial work that needed to be done, and some of the things we needed to change. We didn't agree on some of the points of change, such as the host naming convention, for example. But Ken kept an open mind. If a man is not smart, he should surround himself with smart people. If a man is smart, he should surround himself with smart people who disagree with him. Ken Wincel is smart. He was determined to hire a very competent architecture team and let the members of this team do what they do best: solve problems. When I'd hit a snag, I could go to James Fryman, Clint Williams, Doug Pardue, or Lara Olstad. Sometimes we'd debate among ourselves, but being that we are all highly skilled individuals, we could come to an intelligent compromise and progress in the right direction was always made. 

   In the first few months I was at work here it was difficult to make progress. I was constantly being pulled into projects and CIRTs and asked to help someone with this or that, but I managed to carve out some time to work on infrastructure. Building projects with no systems infrastructure is like building a house on shifting sands, and makes life pretty difficult, but I managed to build a patch and deployment repository and authored scripts that made the deployment of Linux systems as streamlined as I could make them. Once networking was set up on the ports (apparently this task always took three or more days) the Linux install took from 10-15 minutes, depending on the amount of time it took the system to post.
   Now this wasn't just getting the Operating System on to the disk: This was a fully patched and locked-down system. James Fryman did an excellent job locking down the Linux boxes and writing a kickstart recipe to do the same. Host-based firewalls, file system security, locking down or disabling applications … you name it, and he did it. The important thing here is that no one told James Fryman or I this needed to be done. There was no project plan or project manager, and nobody needed to keep track of our daily task list or have a weekly meeting to get a status report on our progress. We knew what needed to be done and we did it. Once we automated the process, all an engineer had to do was run a script, download an iso, and boot from it. They then had a fully secure operating system in less time than it would have taken them to load the OS by hand by swapping out disks, before they could even begin to configure and lock-down the system by hand. On top of this, all of the installs were identical; engineers didn't miss or omit steps, because they couldn't.
   Certainly improvements could be made on this process as well, like having remote console on every system and having the network set up in advance. I have begged for and ranted about making these enhancements for near a year, and lately we are getting better at them. I don't like getting help to solve problems and never have. I don't like bothering management – you have enough on your plate – so if I go to a manager and ask for something, the manager can take it to the bank there is a dire need for it. If there wasn’t I wouldn't be asking. PXE everywhere would also help this process, as it would remove the need for boot ISO images.

   Today, every time I mention “automated deployment” or “configuration management” the response I get is to “wait for Altiris to solve it.” This is painful to hear for so many reasons, not the least of which is that I needed configuration management in September of last year, not sixty days after Altiris gets here. The entire reason Cfengine was deployed in the first place was because BladeLogic was “coming in February.”  Cfengine is in place, now, doing actual work, every day. It's made our lives easier, and should continue to do so, but the current management structure at Asurion does not see things this way. And this is just a shadow of a significantly larger problem. 

   The current Asurion Management has a fundamentally different philosophy on Information Technology than I do. I believe that there are such things as subject matter experts that don't come from a vendor. For some reason, Management seems to believe that people who work for vendors are somehow better at solving Asurion's problems than the people who actually work at Asurion. I witness day after day management discounting the professional opinions of Asurion employees – not just mine, but across the board. Management’s response of “We need to buy something to fix that” has been said so many times as to border on ludicrous. I’ve watched as a severely over-tasked employee has been effectively labeled as incompetent when it is the incompetent senior management that can’t seem to read documentation supplied or have their people do the same. This person was so frustrated that they sought employment elsewhere, and now I hear we are getting a couple of teams of people to replace what this resource did alone. If someone was doing the work of two teams of people, and can’t hand off any work due to hostile management, then how can that person be labeled as incompetent, by any stretch of the imagination?

   Today, the mantra seems to be: No matter how smart you are, surround yourself with people who are loyal to you. There are a couple of Senior Managers that have been hired since the restructuring that cannot do the jobs of the people that they manage, much less lead them. “Kiss-up, kick down, and cover your own butt” is not an effective leadership style. Cronyism is not a best-practice hiring methodology. While this seems a little harsh, I've watched over the past couple of months as systems administrators have been left hung out to dry and even lied to by their direct management.  Worse, they do not feel comfortable approaching the very friends they were hand-picked and hired by, for fear of reprisals. A good leader will take some fire for a team member and will never leave them out in the cold. I've even seen failed team leads promoted to senior manager positions for what seems to be a demonstrated ability to kick around underlings and keep them in the dark. I’ve actually heard from engineers that the only reason they haven’t posted their resume on the job boards is because someone very close to senior management monitors said job boards daily and that the engineers are afraid of reprisals. The constant posturing and threats to “walk someone out the door” may help with retention, but not with morale.
    Keeping your people in the dark at all times is not a good management style either. I fail to see how waiting until the last second to tell the project lead whether or not tape libraries were going to be purchased could do anything other than negatively impact morale. However, one of the senior managers seemed to think that the project lead was not just being a nuisance, but was overstepping some boundary in asking. Keeping people in the dark as to who is going to be doing operational support and who will be doing architectural work in the future seems absurd. If we are to be kept in the dark, why bother announcing that there would be a split in the first place? Is it just to build suspense? Heighten drama? Do we really need more of either around here? Letting your team in on your thought processes not only helps them not plan for their future but allows them to see how you make decisions. Being open in this area will help with morale if, in fact, decisions are being made for good reasons and not just on arbitrary whims. Keeping the process secret builds nothing but paranoia and fear.
   Another schism between my IT philosophy and that of current management is that they honestly believe that "There is no difference between Level 2 and Level 3.” This is a direct quote from management, and this philosophy is regularly driven home when developers are pulled off projects where their skills are engaged and told “It doesn't matter what you were hired as, or what you did before, now you will run cables and install network cards.” This illustrates management’s contempt for any skill level and their belief that all employees are interchangeable – a mindset that wastes shareholder money and undermines employee morale. 

   With the current management practices, Asurion would be better off getting rid of anyone who has a specialized skill in any field at all – be it Linux, Legato, SAN, C# development, or whatever – and hiring twice as many unskilled IT laborers that won't mind being reminded that they are unskilled and will just do what they are told and do it now. If you treat skilled employees this way you just ensure that they will seek employment elsewhere.  With skilled employees, management really only needs to point them towards a problem, and say, “fix that, and tell me what you need to do get the job done.” They then need to give the employees the time, tools (what they request, not what management imposes), and the cover from daily operational panic-fests to fix the problem in such a way that the business can move forward intelligently.
   I had once hoped that Asurion IT could be the next Google or eTrade – a company that would leverage technology to help people do their work more efficiently and at less cost. When I started here, that is exactly the direction we were going; however, since the restructuring we've turned 180 degrees from this and started to become another company that is focused on how we can best regiment procedures for the hundreds of manual processes that we do here each week. This is what separates Information Technologists from Information Managers. Information Technologists embrace technology to streamline and automate processes while Information Managers schedule meetings, delegate repetitive tasks, and track them in MS Project.

   Due to the extreme discordance between management's philosophy and approach and mine in addressing the problems faced by an Information Technology unit, I am tendering my resignation effective close of business July 24th, 2007. 

Sincerely,   
James S. White.                                                                         

