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• Your business people need to know more about IT and your IT people need to 
know more about your business. 

• Ensure that your IT systems support and empower your business strategy.

• The “IT Value Stack” provides a framework for using IT to create business value.

• Solid IT tools and the right information at the right time can help your people 
create value.

• To ensure business alignment, IT management should begin at the board level.

• Run your IT function with the professional standards of a great service business.

• Manage the way information circulates and knowledge develops in your business.

• Involve your IT team in designing and improving your business processes, and 
reward them for achievements in supporting your business.

• Provide strong incentives to your business folks for becoming more IT savvy.

• Measuring the monetary value of IT services can help demonstrate its contribution 
to the company’s overall goals. 
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  Relevance

What You Will Learn
In this Abstract, you will learn: 1) How IT professionals and business people can learn to 
understand each other; 2) Why you should have an IT person on your board of directors; 
and 3) How to maximize the value your company gets from your IT department. 

Recommendation
Many business people think their information technology colleagues are geeks who speak 
a language no one else understands. Conversely, many IT people think they are above their 
technologically ignorant business colleagues. Ade McCormack, IT advisor and columnist 
for the Financial Times, is convinced that bridging the gap between IT and business is 
crucial if you want your company to be able to compete in the future. He says IT will con-
tinue to become a more and more important competitive factor. He urges business people 
to learn more about IT and vice versa. getAbstract recommends this step-by-step plan for 
integrating your company’s IT functions into its strategic and tactical business operations. 
In every chapter, McCormack analyzes the status quo, the obstacles and the steps you need 
to take, and includes contributions from leading players in the end user, technology and 
advisory arenas. Meanwhile, he sets a good example by writing in a style – including some 
tongue-in-cheek asides – that IT and non-IT people will fi nd equally accessible.

  Abstract

The Business Versus IT Confl ict
Information technology has a poor reputation in most boardrooms. Many executives 
believe that it sucks up money and that IT people use funny words and look down on the 
business that pays them. If your IT people are socially awkward, love technology for its 
own sake and think that they are above mere business concerns, then they deserve their 
poor reputation. Like most fi rms, your company probably has spent a signifi cant amount 
of money and time on IT projects that yielded nothing. IT management suffers from a 
lack of metrics. How do you assign numbers to its accomplishments? Many companies 
end up measuring IT by how much it costs and how many problems they need IT to fi x. 

The “IT Value Stack”
The IT value stack can help you mesh IT more closely with your business strategy, and 
make your key executives both business- and IT-literate. It allows you to leverage your 
IT function and begin to measure it as part of your business metrics. To start to bridge 
the gap, take seven steps: 

1. “Strategy entwinement” – Involve IT experts in strategy design. 
2. “Process entwinement” – Use your IT people as “business process consultants.” 
3. “People entwinement” – Synchronize your IT people and your IT users.
4. “Technology management” – Manage IT properly, so it works for the company.
5. “Service management” – Include proper service in every IT solution.
6. “Circulation management” – Make sure people have the information they need when 

they need it. 
7. “Value creation” – Encourage IT people to help executives see how IT contributes 

to company goals.

“The IT industry is 
young and to some 
extent pubescent…
Well, it is time for 
the IT industry to 
grow up.”

“For many 
business leaders, 
technology is 
a postschool 
equivalent 
of their least 
favorite subject.”



The IT Value Stack                                                                   © Copyright 2009 getAbstract 3 of 5

IT provides the means and methods for creating, communicating, storing and processing 
the information your business needs. It can contribute meaningfully to your strategy and 
to improving your processes, and it can help you make the most of your people’s talents. 
As a manager, you can benefi t by listening to what your IT experts have to say about 
technology, service and information management. The trick is fi guring out how to manage 
and measure all that IT offers to amass real value, and to collect the evidence to prove it. 

Entwining Business and IT to Improve Strategy
Your business depends on computers, networks and the information these processes create. 
That is why you need to include IT in formulating and executing your strategy. If you try 
to impose a strategy on your IT department, you may not only make costly mistakes or 
cause signifi cant implementation delays, you may fi nd that what you intended cannot be 
done, at least not cost-effi ciently. However, with just a few tweaks that don’t drastically 
alter your strategy you may fi nd an IT solution that can be implemented quickly and 
affordably, and that produces better information than you had expected. 

When good information is presented in formats that your managers understand, it allows 
them to implement your strategy by tracking the right metric. It tells them where they 
are and where they should be. Too often, executives perceive the CIO as someone who 
should speak only when spoken to. This attitude is harmful and fails to leverage your IT 
infrastructure and staff. The business side and the IT side may seem to speak different 
languages, but both can learn to translate one another’s jargon into actual English. Give 
your CIO backing from the company’s head offi ce and provide executive sponsorship for 
strategic initiatives. At the same time, make sure your CFO and other executives receive 
the IT enlightenment they need. 

Process Entwinement
Automation, which, of course, includes IT, can make your processes more effi cient. 
Beyond automation, your IT team also provides the hardware, software and 
communication infrastructure that operate your processes. Obviously, if hardware 
fails or software malfunctions, IT has to fi x them, but don’t blame IT if the underlying 
processes are malfunctioning. 

Often, managers don’t value IT’s voice in optimizing processes. Of course, when tech 
departments care only about the latest, coolest technologies, the business side is right 
to be concerned. Another problem occurs when IT hides behind protective barriers 
and only comes out to react to problems. If your CIO doesn’t understand what IT can 
contribute, your executives won’t either. To get IT in the game, identify and document 
all your business processes so that you can show IT what they are, and where and when 
they run. If you are the CIO, get active in supporting your fi rm’s business and you will 
almost certainly see good things happen.

Entwining People
Technology is only as good as the people that use it. Therefore IT people and users 
need to cooperate to enhance the value that technology can bring to your organization. 
Communication between IT and non-IT departments is a crucial step toward turning 
people into “value enhancers” rather than “value dampeners” of technology. However, 
that communication often doesn’t take place. One of the reasons is deep skepticism 
between the two different groups. One way to overcome this barrier would be to 

“IT is not a 
fashion accessory 
for 21st century 
organizations. 
The value they 
extract from IT 
will determine 
their success.”

“Executives 
have generally 
steered away 
from becoming 
too involved in 
anything to do 
with IT other than 
perhaps insisting 
that it costs 
too much.”

“The IT Value 
Stack is so called 
because each of 
the areas that need 
to be addressed 
is distinct and 
thus they can be 
stacked rather 
than blended.”

“Users and 
technologists need 
to be on the same 
wavelength.”
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replace all current employees with new employees that have the “right attitude.” Of 
course, that is impossible. 

Alternatively adjust your hiring process to recruit people who have both business and IT 
abilities. Emphasize the importance of “learning and development.” Do all you can to 
remove the barbed-wire and land mines of the no-man’s land between the business and 
the IT sides of your fi rm and to enhance trust between departments. IT can support this 
initiative by focusing less on grand projects and more on what helps their colleagues on 
a day-to-day basis.

Managing Technology 
True technology management has to begin with a properly aware board, a technically 
savvy CEO and CFO, and a CIO who has some business chops to go with his or her 
technical virtuosity. Consider placing the CIO on your board or using him or her as an 
advisor to the board to bring your directors up to speed and answer technical questions. 
A CIO who becomes a “boardroom sponsor” brings the necessary know-how and, if held 
accountable for the results of his or her suggestions, will make solid recommendations 
about IT investments.  

IT systems affect shareholder value, so it is important to understand how your hardware, 
your operating systems and your applications support your business goals. When you 
fi nd your business hobbled by existing IT systems, fi x the situation even if it means 
replacing them. Never treat your IT assets as artifacts to treasure and protect. You need 
to use them diligently in the trenches to get a return on your investment. Avoid getting 
locked in by technologies that will disappear. Stick with standards-based tools that can 
grow and adapt. Never rush into new purchases without trying to tweak your existing 
systems to provide the functions you need. 

Hire IT people who have both the technical expertise and the people skills to manage a 
team. If you are not a technician, but you must manage an IT staff, keep these typical 
traits in mind: IT people tend to love technology for its own sake and may spend hours 
developing software just for fun. They “like problems and challenges” and may feel 
demotivated if you don’t ask the most of them. And, often, they want to be in control and 

“perceive users as a threat” to their autonomy. 

Managing IT as a Service
While IT needs to be part of your overall strategy, the IT department primarily provides 
a service, so its people must have customer-oriented attitudes. IT staffers should go 
beyond mere problem solving. Forward-looking service really creates business value. 
Many times, predetermined budgets impede an IT department’s service orientation. In 
addition, many times, the user’s technological ignorance makes giving great service a 
challenge. An IT unit that permits broken systems, poor communication and hard-to-
fi nd data can damage your relationships outside the fi rm. If needed, perform a serious 
analysis of the quality of your IT service, response timeliness, systems reliability, data 
security and usability. Provide IT employees with tools that make it easier for them to 
deliver value to your customers and lower your supply costs.  

Select a person who has a clear vision of great service to run your IT department. 
Make sure your helpdesk personnel are actually helpful and clearly defi ne your service 
levels to your users. Invest in training your users to do some of the fi rst-line support. 

“Information 
technology has 
the power to make 
business processes 
more effi cient.”

“You need to 
understand how 
to manage the 
IT department to 
ensure that your 
organization does 
not back the wrong 
horse and [go] into 
a technology 
cul-de-sac.”

“Many users joke 
that the helpdesk 
could be replaced 
by a continuously 
looping telephone 
voice mail that 
simply announces 
the phrase ‘reboot 
your computer’.”

“The IT 
department thus 
has to take charge 
of the infl ow and 
outfl ow of the 
corporate lifeblood. 
To some extent it 
must perform the 
job of the liver 
and kidneys by 
purifying the inputs 
before pumping the 
aggregated output 
back out to those 
that need it.”
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Reward service that goes above and beyond the normal range, and create a process that 
supports and anticipates improvement and innovation. Good service will build rapport 
between IT and users, and that will refl ect on your bottom line. 

Circulation of Information
Your staffers don’t use bits and bytes; they use information. Your IT systems take raw 
“data” and package it so programs can process it and present it to people as “information.” 
People use that information to work, make decisions and take action. (Clearly, the better 
the information is, the better the decision making.) People formulate good information 
into “knowledge,” which eventually becomes “wisdom.” Metaphorically speaking, 
data, information, knowledge and wisdom are your “corporate lifeblood.” IT’s quality 
improvements support “unclogged circulation.” 

The IT department can help solve circulation problems, but it can also contribute to 
them with weak approaches to acquiring, clearing, storing, transforming and sharing 
data as information. IT must focus on circulating great information and fi ltering out 
bad, useless and distracting data. Support IT’s document management and wireless 
networking processes. Remove technology that contributes less than the resources it 
consumes. Managing information fl ow is also an aspect of circulation management. To 
make it work smoothly, remember that in some instances, e-mail is not a useful tool. 
Other applications can refl ect the same information much better and are less prone to 
human error. Corporate politics may also get in the way of good information circulation. 
Poor managers trying to build fi efdoms hold on to information because they see it as 
holding on to power. 

Maximizing IT’s Value 
Outside IT services providers have one advantage: They have to monetize the value they 
offer your company. Measuring the value of your IT helps management see its contribution 
to the company’s goals, for example, the improvement of supply line processes. However, 
it is sometimes hard to pin down the value that a product or service delivers. (What value 
does a Rembrandt painting deliver to its buyer, for example?) Plus, IT cannot go it alone. 
To realize the value of an investment in a fi rst-class customer management system, other 
departments must use it correctly. IT and business functions need to cooperate. Your 
chief fi nancial offi cer needs to express value in terms of fi gures, but you can help people 
understand that fi nances aren’t the only way to create value. 

To create technological value, heed these tips: Make sure every IT decision is technically 
sound as well as solid for the business as a whole. Teach your business people to become 
IT-conversant. Adapt your culture to integrate IT into your business operations. Run 
the IT department as a business with high professional standards. Make sure great 
information circulates and builds knowledge and wisdom. Identify and measure the IT 
value you create. Control your IT suppliers. Make your IT value chain more effi cient and 
stronger. Be the IT leader your company needs. 

  About the Author
Ade McCormack founded and runs Auridian, which helps organizations make the 
most of their IT investments. He is also a public speaker and author. His column for the 
Financial Times helps business leaders with IT issues.

“Smart employees 
know that in 
modern-day 
business the 
currency of value 
is knowledge. So 
it would be foolish 
to surrender it. 
Better to maximize 
the return on the 
knowledge by 
trading it.”

“The responsibility 
for delivering 
actual value 
from one’s IT 
investment lies 
with everyone in 
the organization. 
That means users 
in general and 
business leaders in 
particular.”


