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Abstract: 

Strategic change management for Federal IT programs, particularly mission-critical programs, in the 

United States needs a structured approach that can provide change control and can be responsive to all 

levels, be they architectural, programmatic, or regulatory, within the Federal system. Federal 

Organizations are faced with growing demands to modernize outdated computing systems, incorporate 

cybersecurity requirements, and respond to new national priorities. At the same time, users expect 

minimal or no impact on critical services. This document presents a comprehensive solution for 

governing SCRs in scenarios where a proactive, stakeholder-agreed, and compliance-oriented 

approach to strategic change management is desired. The framework is derived from enterprise change 

management, risk governance, and agile transformation models and is adapted to the context of federal 

environments. 

Based on cases from the Department of Defense (DoD), the Department of Homeland Security (DHS), 

and the General Services Administration (GSA), this work identifies common bottlenecks in SCR 

practices, including lackluster stakeholder buy-in, broken documentation flows, and compliance 

holdups. The hybrid approach of the framework includes structured readiness assessments, milestone-

based review checkpoints, and cross-agency coordination protocols, which enable effective change 

without compromising the integrity of the system or its operations. At the core of this model lies the 

Strategic Change Board (SCB), a layered governance body that includes IT management, security 

compliance officers, and end-users, enabling the decision-making process from inception to post-

implementation assessment. 

We have the description of how that framework was assessed across a selection of pilot programs to 

demonstrate the mixed-method analysis of performance metrics, survey-based stakeholder feedback, 

and post-change system availability, used in the methodology section. Results show that SCRs' 

throughput has been improved, unplanned outages are reduced, and the program has become more 

responsive to changing federal regulations. These findings are situated within divergent challenges 

confronting federal efforts to modernize IT, from a lack of budgetary flexibility, contracting limitations, 

and institutional opposition to agile practices. 

The paper concludes with recommendations for strategic actions for federal CIOs and program 

managers, including the incorporation of change management capabilities into the Software 

Acquisition Pathway, the adoption of cATO for iterative change deployment, and the creation of a 

change review playbook for the federal government. The proposed model not only enables compliance 

but also the persistent mission assurance of an ever-changing digital governance world. Integrations 

with evolving AI-informed decision support tools for SCR triage and predictive risk modelling should 

be considered in future studies. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

In the era of digital transformation, the U.S. federal government is increasingly responsible for overseeing 

massive IT programs that are crucial to national security, public service delivery, and regulatory compliance. 

These initiatives frequently underpin infrastructure that is deeply woven into mission-critical systems, ranging 

from national defense systems and emergency response platforms to public health monitoring networks and 

interagency data sharing. In these conditions, change management is more than just simple IT project 

management; it is a strategic, cross-functional facilitator of change that ensures the ongoing success of 

organizational operations while adapting to technical changes. The paper addresses the urgent need for a 

structured approach to managing Significant Change Reviews (SCRs) across federal IT programs, enabling 

the effective, secure, and compliant execution of changes to mission-critical systems. 

Complexity and tight coupling are inherent to the federal IT environment. Legacy and simplex systems, as 

well as security compliance requirements such as FedRAMP, and changing OMB policy directives in the 

Federal landscape, establish an environment where change is both required and inherently risky. 

Modernization Imperatives: The call for modernization is evident in programs such as the Federal Data 

Strategy, the Technology Modernization Fund, and executive orders, including 14028, which aims to enhance 

the nation's cybersecurity. However, every potential change — from an infrastructure update, software rollout, 

or security reconfiguration — must be thoroughly vetted through a Significant Change Review (SCR) process 

to ensure it does not negatively impact mission performance, introduce new cyber vulnerabilities, or violate 

acquisition and compliance standards. 

In federal IT programs, the systems concept throughout the prior four domains typically requires a thorough 

documentation process, stakeholder mobilization, and a cascade (line-) formation of approvals. Although it is 

the reason behind these controls, they often delay, duplicate reviews, and slow things down, failing to serve 

the purpose of change: adaptation and innovation. Moreover, it becomes all the more difficult to make changes 

when they are not handled by an organization through which adequate information flows. However, they are 

often centers of resistance within the organization, protecting the status quo. Acknowledging this challenge, 

this article offers a model of the federal approach to SCR management. It strikes a balance between the 

requirements of centralization and oversight and the demands for nimbleness, transparency, and stakeholder 

engagement. 

The proposed model is based on three basic principles: mission assurance, governance agility, and continuous 

compliance. It formalizes the creation of a Strategic Change Board (SCB) as a unified governance body 

consisting of information technology (IT) leadership, cybersecurity, legal compliance, procurement, and 

program operations. This organization directs SCR workflows, reviews operational and security impacts, and 

informs the approval process, aligning it with risk tiering, readiness scores, and predefined mission priority 

levels. In addition, the framework enables incremental, iterative updates by aligning with DevSecOps 

methodologies and incorporating instructional documentation templates and checklists that align with 

National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST) and Federal Information Security Modernization Act 

(FISMA) controls. 

The implementation of such a framework is not simply a process upgrade - it is a critical enabler of digital 

resilience in a government context, where it is becoming increasingly clear that the tempo of the government’s 

priorities, cyber threats, and public expectations is outpacing the government’s ability to adapt. By integrating 

strategic change management capabilities into the framework of federal IT governance, agencies not only 

improve the effectiveness of their change reviews but also enhance the sustainability and reliability of their 

digital services. 
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Figure 1: Federal IT Strategic Change Management Framework 

 

This flowchart outlines the high-level process for initiating, assessing, and implementing significant changes 

in U.S. federal IT programs through a centralized Strategic Change Board. 

 

II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Strategic change management in the context of U.S. federal IT is at the intersection of several disciplines, 

including enterprise architecture, risk governance, IT service management, and federal compliance. The 

importance of change management is heightened in mission-critical or national security contexts, where a 

system failure can have significant implications for national security, the economy, or public safety. This 

review of the literature provides us with relevant contributions from academic and policy documents for the 

development of a sound model for managing Significant Change Reviews (SCRs) in a federal setting. 

One of the most well-recognized models for change management, Kotter’s seminal work outlines eight steps, 

emphasizing the importance of urgency, coalition building, and embedding change [1]. Although this model 

is standard in the private sector, federal programs have additional rigor requirements according to statutory 

mandates. The Prosci ADKAR model [2], which focuses on individual and organizational awareness, desire, 

knowledge, ability, and reinforcement, has also been mentioned in federal IT adoption literature; however, it 

will need to be adapted to comply with the review processes. 

The Office of Management and Budget (OMB) and the Government Accountability Office (GAO) have given 

salient guidance on IT modernization and managing the performance of public sector programs [3], [4]. OMB 

Circular A-130 has emphasized the need for ongoing review of IT systems in conjunction with risk-based 

considerations, aligning with the SCR ideology. Additionally, the Technology Modernization Fund (TMF), 

established by the Modernizing Government Technology Act, has emerged as a key funding vehicle that 

incentivizes agencies to pursue high-risk, high-reward IT transformations—many of which would have 

stringent SCR procedures [5]. 

Particularly in the context of governance, ISCM is well described as a process in NIST SP 800-137 (NIST 

Special Publication 800-137) – Information Security Continuous Monitoring (ISCM) [6], which bears 

remarkable resemblance to iterative change monitoring. Continuous Authorization to Operate (cATO), 

enabled by approaches such as the Risk Management Framework (RMF) 2.0, permits federal agencies to 

implement incremental alterations to existing systems, as long as they remain within the scope of the 

predetermined controls [7]. These changes in practice highlight the transition from rigid to adaptable 

compliance under federal regulations, which the paper aims to translate into structured disciplines for self-

critical reviews. 

Data on digital transformation from empirical studies on transformation processes in the federal government 

show that leadership engagement, cross-functional teams, and an iterative feedback mechanism are crucial in 

predicting success factors for change [8]. For instance, in the United States, the Digital Transformation 

Strategy by the U.S. Department of Homeland Security cites change management as one of the key enablers 

for safe technology exploration and agile provisioning [9]. Lessons learned from the Department of Defense 

(DoD’s JEDI (Joint Enterprise Defense Infrastructure) program also suggest that a lack of effective change 
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management and failing to define and design change properly can lead to central procurement and legal issues 

[10]. 

This is also in line with the understanding of readiness issues within federal agencies, as viewed from the 

perspective of the Fed Org Resilience theory. Studies have shown that federal institutions characterized by 

integrated governance modes and scenario-planning approaches are better equipped to cope with crisis-related 

changes [11]. The Federal CIO Council's endorsement of enterprise architecture supports the need to align 

strategic program changes with the agency's mission [12]. 

Finally, change management is being supported by the implementation of tools like ServiceNow and Jira, 

which have been configured with SCR tracking modules specific to the federal community. The literature 

suggests that these tools offer enhancements to traceability, audit readiness, and stakeholder visibility, all of 

which are key concerns in mission-critical software development and implementation [13]. 

The literature leaves little doubt that, although the likes of Kotter and ADKAR provide fundamental wisdom, 

the federal IT program market requires a deep linkage between compliance, mission orientation, and risk-

weighted agility. This paper leverages these lessons to introduce an organized yet adaptive SCR framework 

customized to the challenges in the federal mission-critical environment. 

 

III. METHODOLOGY 

The approach used in this work adopts a concurrent mixed-methods research approach \citep{Creswell:2009}, 

combining a qualitative case study approach with quantitative performance measurements to create, validate, 

and evaluate the proposed SCR framework for use in U.S. federal IT programs. The goal is to develop a 

pragmatic, scalable, and compliance-oriented model for managing large-scale change in mission-critical 

domains. The method was designed to maintain both generalizability and specificity by concentrating on three 

Federal departments with varied operational profiles: the Department of Homeland Security (DHS), the 

Department of Defense (DoD), and the General Services Administration (GSA). Both of these organizations 

have complex IT environments with mature change control processes, and both have undertaken digital 

modernization projects with heavy oversight and strict requirements. 

This research began by analyzing the change management directions and process logs for various federal IT 

projects that took place between 2020 and 2023. The digitally relevant archival systems used included change 

request call for change (RFC) logs, SCR agendas, OIG audit reports, certification and accreditation memos, 

and authorization to operate (ATO) memos. This reflection on history enabled the identification of major pain 

points, including ambiguous impact assessments that led to delays, repetitive documentation cycles, and 

divergence between operational users and IT Governance. Through a triangulation process guided by OMB 

and NIST frameworks, the research team identified a baseline of how SCR is currently practiced and the 

challenges that exist. 

Structured interviews and workshops with 42 federal IT professionals (change managers, system security 

officers, compliance leads, program managers, and enterprise architects) will be conducted in the next phase. 

This was a necessary component for capturing the knowledge and experience of running SCRs in a high-

stakes setting. Input from these parties supported the evolution of key elements of the framework, including 

the SCB structure, the Change Readiness Assessment Toolkit, and the risk-tiering process. Concurrently, the 

research team successfully mapped the proposed SCR lifecycle to both the DHS and DoD DevSecOps 

pipelines, demonstrating its applicability in agile development and deployment. 

The framework is empirically validated through a pilot deployment that took place over nine months across 

five federal programs, including two in DoD (network infrastructure replacement projects), two in DHS (cloud 

migration and also zero trust architecture rollout), and one in GSA around procurement system modernization. 

For every pilot, they tracked SCR processing time, stakeholder satisfaction, number of post-change incidents, 

and audit non-conformance rates as KPIs. Baseline measures were obtained from project documentation prior 

to framework implementation, and continuous data collection was conducted during implementation using 

collaboration tools such as Jira Service Management and ServiceNow. 
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The effectiveness of the framework was measured by comparing its performance with the baseline and by 

thematically coding qualitative feedback from stakeholders in post-implementation surveys and debrief 

interviews. The statistical significance of the observed improvement over four KPIs was tested using paired 

t-tests, and characterization of the standard deviation was performed. Data were de-identified by Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) guidelines, given the participation of federal personnel and the sensitive operational 

setting. 

The resulting approach demonstrates the flexibility of the proposed SCR framework across various federal IT 

contexts, thereby informing its scalability. Real-world case assessments are integrated into the structured input 

from stakeholders to track outcomes quantitatively, resulting in a method that informs a change-management 

model that is both evidence-based and practice-led. This makes the proposed solution uniquely attuned to the 

actual constraints and risks that characterize the execution of strategic change in federal IT systems, and 

maintains adherence to compliance, mission assurance, and long-term sustainability imperatives. 

 

IV. RESULTS 

The deployment of the SCR concept into the five chosen federal IT programs resulted in measurable 

enhancements, including increased efficiency, transparency, and effectiveness, to the change management 

regime. Each initiative, whether small, medium, or large, yielded evidence of impact in quantitative target 

achievement and qualitative customer feedback. It broke down along distinct lines: a decrease in SCR 

processing time, an increase in the rate of successful change implementation, better stakeholder involvement, 

and a reduction in non-conformances based on audit criteria. 

Before the system was established, the mean number of business days required to process SCRs in the five 

projects was 43.6. This measure encompassed the entire cycle, from the initial submission of the change 

request to its final acceptance or rejection. After the new framework was implemented, processing time 

decreased to an average of 27.4 business days, resulting in a 37.1% increase in change review throughput. 

The most excellent efficiencies were achieved in migrating cloud work (DoDCM), where rounds of sequential 

reviews (pre-Project Condor) were reengineered into concurrent review streams (as per the SCB). This 

redesign enabled simultaneous technical, compliance, and procurement reviews, thereby reducing process 

bottlenecks. 

The successful implementation ratio, defined as the number of changes performed without the need for 

incident response procedures or rollbacks, increased from 81% to 94% during the piloting. Period in 

comparison to the baseline. We attributed this 13-point rise to the systems' pre-implementation evaluations 

(pre-implementation readiness assessments) associated with the approach. These reviews verified that each 

change request included risk-tiering, rollback plans, impact diagrams, and security control mappings, as 

defined per NIST 800-53. The completeness scorecard was also helpful in promoting informed discussions 

within the SCB, with consequent more predictable and steady after-change outcomes. 

Performance in the compliance test also significantly improved. Initiate the deployment of the framework. 

Identification of recurring concerns that had been identified through quarterly FISMA and internal agency 

audits: incomplete documentation trails, inconsistent change logs, and unauthenticated configuration 

variances. Audit reports following the implementation of changes demonstrated a 62% reduction in this type 

of non-conformances. The inclusion of SCR tracking modules into ServiceNow and Jira Service Management 

meant every change was associated with a trackable document, role-based approval, and real-time change 

updates. Furthermore, the application of standard templates for risk assessment, mission impact mapping, and 

stakeholder sign-offs enabled the creation of solid, audit-ready documentation. 

A qualitative evaluation of 42 participants and stakeholders confirmed the framework’s utility. Surveys 

conducted after the implementation showed that perceptions of SCR process transparency had improved by 

48% and stakeholder confidence in change governance had improved by 34%. The existence of a centralized 

Strategic Change Board, participants said, had expedited the resolution of conflicts and fostered greater cross-

functional alignment, particularly in high-stakes decisions concerning cybersecurity on one hand, and 
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procurement trade-offs on the other. The SCB’s disciplined meeting rhythm and transparent escalation paths 

minimized uncertainty, enabling change sponsors to champion their projects with greater confidence. 

The findings also indicated that the adaptability of the framework to agile working environments, particularly 

in the context of DevSecOps, was necessary for supporting engineering teams. In a DHS environment where 

CI/CD practices were already part of the software development process within one of the DHS programs, the 

SCR framework facilitated an integration of change control gates with the existing CI/CD pipeline. This 

maintained the speed of code deployment, along with continued compliance with authorization issuance in 

the form of continuous ATO. 

The SCR pilot demonstrated that a structured and mission-focused SCR construct can lead to significant 

improvements in operational performance and governance assurance in federal IT programs. These results 

strongly support the framework's fit within the broader mission-critical context, where strategic change must 

be both agile and accountable. 

 

V. DISCUSSION 

As a result of the pilot application of the SCR framework to five U.S. federal IT programs, the SCR was found 

to be an effective, compliance-aware, stakeholder-driven, and structured model that significantly enhances 

change management effectiveness in mission-critical environments. These enhancements can be tracked 

through quantitative performance measures, including shorter process durations and a lower number of audit 

non-conformities, but are equally evidenced in a qualitatively different way, through stakeholders' experiences 

and contributions to change. However, the Read article to which I responded suggests that there is more going 

on here than just individual program success. They teach systemic lessons about how to manage change in 

federal agencies, where organizations encounter resistance to transformation, and where strategic frameworks 

can be applied to scale and achieve predictable impact. 

Among the key learnings are the need for organizations to strike a balance between agility and compliance. 

There is a tendency for Federal IT programs to be locked into a strict governance framework based on FISMA, 

NIST control baselines, and oversight from the OMB and GAO. These limitations have made it difficult for 

the roles to adopt the agile methodology while mitigating the risk of noncompliance. This ability of the SCR 

framework to integrate with DevSecOps workflows and continuous authorization mechanisms (e.g., cATO) 

represents a realistic bridge between these two imperatives. Introducing compliance gates into iterative 

processes, the model removes traditional ‘stop-check’ points for reviewing and instead enables innovation 

champions to meet security and audit requirements. 

 
Figure 2: SCR Decision Outcomes Across Pilot Program 

 

A further important aspect highlighted by this research is the significance of stakeholder alignment in 

embedding change programmes. The traditional federal change management process is overly centralized, 

often shutting out the voices of those on the frontlines of operations or mission leads within agencies. This 

exclusion results in change fatigue, rejection, or surprises after the fact. This issue is addressed by the 

establishment of the SCB within a framework that stipulates multidisciplinary representation and 

collaborative decision-making. The SCB model establishes a formal framework for conversations among IT 
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engineers, acquisition professionals, oversight specialists, and mission owners; no change is implemented in 

a vacuum. The multi-layered governance structure also promotes transparency, enhancing trust in the SCR 

process and minimising cross-departmental tension. 

Additionally, the framework suggests that positive audit results and a lower risk posture for change 

management maturity are evident in federal agencies. The implementation of artifacts that can be traced, 

standardized templates, and SCR lifecycle tracking has enhanced the agencies' ability to demonstrate control 

adherence during FISMA audits as well as for internal review. You will find these principles particularly 

beneficial in a setting where you are under the Congressional microscope or facing a noteworthy cybersecurity 

delivery mandate." In addition, as the federal government continues to adopt cloud services and to integrate 

with commercial plugins, traceability and documentation will be key to accountability and resilience. 

 
Figure 3: SCR Decision Outcome Distribution 

 

However, the implementation also revealed some weaknesses. In programs where there were previously no 

change management practices or those that were politically driven, it took some cultural fit to embed the 

framework. Organisations with siloed hierarchies or poor digital maturity faced early push-back, particularly 

when it came to elevating decision-making from the C-suite to cross-functional boards. Such resistance 

underscores the importance of supporting change management with effective organizational change programs, 

including training, executive sponsorship, and performance-based incentives. 

Another issue that makes it difficult is that the IT tooling varies significantly from agency to agency. 

Integration with tools such as ServiceNow and Jira facilitated effective SCR tracking in the pilots; however, 

not all federal agencies have the necessary infrastructure or capability to utilize such systems. This digital 

split suggests that future versions of our framework might need different settings for low-resource or high-

security environments. In such cases, manual workarounds or hybrid solutions may be necessary until larger 

modernization projects are implemented. 

The paper concludes that strategic change management in federal IT is more than a chore; it is a foundational 

requirement for mission assurance, public confidence, and technology leadership. The SCR model offers an 

adaptable approach that enables agencies to successfully embed change when confronted with compliance 

demands, diverse stakeholder groups, and operational risks. Its principles can also be applied to broader digital 

governance efforts across the federal enterprise. 

 

VI. CONCLUSION 

This article aimed to address the ongoing challenge of managing strategic change in mission-critical U.S. 

federal IT programs by developing and validating an integrated Strategic Change Review (SCR) model. 

Federally, the intricate IT environment, influenced by high mission stakes, legal and regulatory constraints, 

legacy systems, and changing mission needs, requires a disciplined yet flexible process for governing change. 

The results of this research confirm that the proposed framework is a practical, transferable, and impact-based 

model that enhances the efficiency and accountability of change initiatives in U.S. government agencies. 

The challenge for the model is to make the abstract theories of change management work inside the narrow, 

limited space of the federal government. Historical models, while theoretically sound, do not account for the 
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federal government’s multi-tiered approval processes, stringent audit controls, and interdependence on 

systems. The SCR process addresses these flaws by integrating compliance at every stage of the lifecycle, 

bringing together multidisciplinary stakeholders through the Strategic Change Board and supporting 

evidence-based, metrics-driven decision-making. It is not just devised to effect change, but to institutionalize 

a culture of continuous improvement, accountability, and mission certainty. 

One of the most important aspects of the framework is its capacity to align agile transformation objectives 

with federally required compliance approaches, including NIST’s Risk Management Framework (RMF), 

FISMA, and FedRAMP. This alignment enables federal IT programs to implement modern development and 

deployment techniques (such as DevSecOps and CI / CD) while not sacrificing security, reliability, and 

auditability. Incorporating SCR checkpoints into these workflows ensures that agility is achieved without 

compromising control, making the framework particularly relevant to digital modernization programs that 

have the follow-on effect of migrating to the cloud, enhancing cybersecurity, and facilitating data sharing 

across the agency. 

Moreover, the framework was applied in five pilot programs to reveal measurable progress on several 

performance metrics. The fact that change sign-off delays were reduced, implementation success rates 

increased, audit preparedness improved, and stakeholder confidence was significantly higher is evidence that 

the framework is delivering real-world value. These results suggest that it can serve as a standard model for 

the execution of SCR in agencies facing similar challenges, primarily those undergoing significant 

modernization, infrastructure renewal, or policy-driven changes. 

However, the study acknowledges that a crucial factor in the success of the framework is organizational 

readiness and maturity. Effective adoption is more than a procedure; it is a change in mindset, in how 

governance is structured and how things are done. There are still some significant blockers (such as resistance 

to change, tooling limitations, and cultural drag). Federal CIOs and their program executives should approach 

change management capacity building as a strategic investment by infusing training, executive sponsorship, 

and communications strategies into the deployment of any SCR process improvement initiative. 

Beyond that, the SCR framework is a building block for more comprehensive digital governance programs in 

the future. Those principles can help guide the crafting of a federal-wide SCR playbook that helps bring 

consistency and transparency to how agencies implement change. Further developments could include the 

addition of AI/ML support through the use of predictive analytics for use in SCR triage, impact prediction, 

and risk mitigation planning. The possibility of reengineering the debugging process with AI decision support 

tools that improve optimal workarounds, while maintaining human oversight, would be an interesting topic 

for future work. 

This paper demonstrates that organizing macro change in federal IT involves more than just the technical act 

of execution; it also requires strategic governance. Their model of structure versus agility and compliance 

versus innovation lays the foundation for federal agencies to chart new progress on uncertain ground safely. 

It presents a repeatable, evidence-based framework for addressing the imperative intersection of mission 

assurance, digital transformation, and responsible governance in the information age. 
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