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as marketing, purchasing, finance and human resources. These

units tend to have more widely agreed-upon structures, missions

and governance. Organizations don’t tend to debate nearly as

long or hard about their purpose, value or alignment as they do

with IT.

Today, the scope of modern Enterprise IT usage typically comprises

a complex information-based replica of the firm. Indeed, in many

organizations, this virtual, information flow-based view is either

indistinguishable from or even more “real” than the actual physical

organizational structure, which is often based on increasingly

irrelevant buildings, time zones and geographies. In many ways,

the virtual is becoming the real.

Business and IT co-evolving
Figure 1 uses conventional Venn diagrams to put the evolution of

the Enterprise IT function into a historical context. Although these

simple images obviously condense a great deal of IT history, we

think they provide a useful perspective on the enormous changes

we have already experienced. We see three main relationships,

equally applicable to both business and government IT:

• In the 1960s, 70s and early 80s, IT accounted for only a small

share of business/government spending, operating largely

as an adjunct to most firms and agencies. Business and IT

were quite distinct professions that often had difficulty

communicating. Upper management generally had to be

sold on the necessity of IT, being primarily concerned with

getting an acceptable return on investment and keeping 

IT activities reasonably aligned with the business. Central 

IT managed nearly all IT activity.

• With the rise of the first personal computer, and then the 

Internet, technology spread out across the enterprise rapidly

and enabled important new ways of doing business. During

the dot-com boom of 1994-2001, IT began to be used much

more directly for sales, marketing, customer service and

other core business functions, and thus could no longer be

avoided by non-IT management. The result was a period of

overlapping and often conflicting business/IT management

paradigms, and a general weakening of central IT control.

• Today, as computer networks and information flows define

most business activity, a period of business/IT co-evolution

has emerged. Business and IT change are now recognized

as largely inseparable, and the successful organization must

develop integrated business and technology management

processes. Increasingly, the Internet is becoming the back-

bone of both the global economy and the individual firm.

Central IT must provide the architectural, governance and

services capabilities needed to leverage IT’s potential, while

sustaining enterprise agility.

We believe co-evolution is the best term for describing the current

dynamic between large organizations and IT. Mechanical metaphors

such as “IT drives business change” do not capture the complex

interplay between business and IT capabilities. Indeed, the line

between business and IT is not just blurring, it is vanishing, as a

new generation of double-deep employees (skilled in both their

profession and the related IT) increasingly see their work in 

information processing terms. 

Moving from provider to partner
We have been using the figure below for many years. It reflects

the fact that our CIO clients regularly tell us they see themselves

as being on a journey, as they try to move beyond just providing or

promoting technology within their organizations. They increasingly

seek to be fully integrated with (and sometimes actually leading)

the business-change agenda, even if relatively few CIOs and IT

departments become true strategic peers.

But while Figure 2 may suggest a smooth, upward progression,

reality is much more challenging. Put simply, the skills, behaviors,

attitudes and objectives for the provider/promoter roles are nearly

the opposite of those required for partner/peer relationships. Thus,

moving up the IT value chain requires serious cultural change.

IT professionals accustomed to talking about systems, projects,

procedures, SLAs, requirements, security and so on are often

less effective in translating these technology discussions into

real business issues such as customer value, time to market, 

innovation, collaboration and globalization. Similarly, many IT
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Figure 2 — Rising business/IT expectations 
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