
Bridging the Great Divide:  
Strategic Alignment  

of IT with the Business  

The concept of strategically aligning IT with the business has been with us for a 
long time. However, it remains an elusive goal for many organisations. Now the 
challenge is even greater as business strategies become more dynamic. So we 

though we’d share our practical experience and thinking based on a number  
of strategic IT alignment projects with a range of client organisations.
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A survey of C-level executives by consulting firm McKinsey & Co indicate 
‘fading confidence in IT’s ability to support key business activities, such as 

driving growth.’ In the 2012 survey, 57% of executives said IT facilitated  
their companies’ ability to enter new markets. Three short years later  

that figure was down to 35% and 41% reported no effect. 

Example

1. Whatever happened to 
    the Holy Grail? 

A paper was published by Henderson & Venkatraman in 
a 1993 IBM Systems Journal entitled ‘Strategic Alignment: 
Leveraging Information Technology for Transforming 
Organizations’. 

It triggered a whole new way of looking at IT and is now 
widely regarded as a seminal work in the evolution of the 
IT industry. This document shifted IT from back office 
support function to critical driver of business performance 
and corporate strategy. 

Since then, ‘Business-IT Alignment’ has become an 
accepted mantra across the IT sector with thousands 
of related articles being published in leading industry 
magazines and as a popular theme in recent CIO / IT 
Management conferences. It’s an opportunity frequently 
referred to as the ‘Holy Grail’ for organisations and 
consistently placed inside the top 3 priorities for CIOs.

However, notwithstanding all the focus on business-IT 
alignment over 25 years, the evidence suggests that this 
holy grail remains as elusive as ever - and, if anything, is 
getting more elusive as time goes by.



This is further accentuated by our experience with 
clients in executive roles who frequently pass 

comments such as “IT seems to run its own race”. 

At the same time, IT teams feel disconnected from ‘the 
business’, and regard talk of strategic alignment as pure 
theory. They perceive themselves to be viewed as back-

room ‘boys and girls’ ready to fix the plumbing and keep 
the lights on. Then, when there is an IT issue, they feel 

management complains that IT has failed to deliver 
regardless of whether or not that specific issue had been 

highlighted or addressed previously or not. 

This is by no means a universal state of affairs. There are 
organisations where IT and the business are entirely in 

sync with a shared strategic agenda underpinned  
by a close, collaborative set of relationships  

and a shared sense of purpose. 

However, it seems that such organisations are the 
exception rather than the rule as demonstrated by 

surveys deployed by global consulting  
firms such as McKinsey & Co. 

This is a major problem. 

At best, it represents a missed opportunity of significant 
proportions. At worst, it is potentially a recipe for 

business failure, and indeed a recipe for operational 
disruption. It is therefore well worth spending some time 

reflecting on this vexed issue. What has gone wrong? 
How can we fix it before it gets any worse? 
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A useful starting point is to compare and contrast two organisations, one of 
which has got business-IT alignment right (let’s call them ‘Smart Co’), and one 
of which is struggling in this area (‘Shabby Co’). Looking at their respective 
features will give us some useful insights into how each has got to where it 
now is - and what can be done to fix up Shabby Co. It will also demonstrate 
the critical importance of getting this stuff right. 

2. Compare and Contrast 

SMART CO SHABBY CO

Has a clearly articulated set of 
strategic business objectives which 

the IT team are familiar with  
and understand

IT has developed and documented  
a set of strategic IT objectives  

which map to the strategic  
business objectives

The strategic IT objectives have  
in turn been used to create an IT 

Road-map covering all aspects  
of IT infrastructure, application  

and service

A portfolio of projects has been 
derived from the IT Road-map 

and prioritised with the Exec 
Management team 

The Exec Management team 
understands the value inherent in  

IT’ s activities ( as set out in the IT 
Road-map) and its positive impact  

on the overall business strategy

Strategic business objectives only exist 
in the minds of the Exec Management 
team, and have not been articulated to 
the IT team

IT sees no point in trying to think 
strategically as it believes the business 
has no strategy 

There is no IT Road-map. The IT team 
focuses on business as usual, and 
responding to ad hoc requests from 
the business - but these are rare as the 
business does not understand what IT 
could potentially do for it

Projects spring up in the response to 
an operational problem or a ‘bright 
idea’ touted by a senior executive. 
These projects are not well planned, 
frequently fail, and are sometimes 
inherently conflicting

The Exec Management team sees IT 
as a necessary evil and sinkhole for 
money. There is no perception of IT as a 
strategic contributor/enabler



SMART CO SHABBY CO

Funding to support the IT projects in 
the agreed portfolio is signed  

off rapidly 

All members of the IT team are fully 
aware of the IT Roadmap, understand 

their roles and responsibilities in 
terms of delivering it, and have a clear 

sense of purpose

All members of the IT team - from the 
most senior to the most junior - are 
well respected by their peers across 

the business functions, and vice versa

The IT Roadmap is reviewed with 
the Exec Management team at least 

twice a year, and adjustments to 
reflect shifts in the overall business 

strategy are frequently made

The IT team proactively monitor new 
trends and technologies to identify 

potential business benefits - and feed 
these into the IT Roadmap reviews

There is a structured process in 
place to ensure ongoing input and 
review of IT projects (and also BAU 
performance) with representatives 

from the business units

The IT team is well motivated and 
churn is minimal.

Funding for IT initiatives is always 
a battle, takes time, and frequently 
results in no vote that slows 
progressive activity down. 

The IT team lack a sense of purpose: 
their main objective is to avoid 
criticism by keeping their heads 
down. They follow orders, but do  
not think. 

The IT team are referred to as “The 
No Department”, and are regarded 
by the rest of the business as visitors 
from another planet. 

IT is only “reviewed” by the Exec 
Management team annually during 
the budgeting cycle, with a view to 
identifying possible cost reductions. 

The IT team look at new technologies 
that spark their personal interest 
from a technical perspective, without 
reference to potential benefits to  
the business. 

There is minimal interaction with the 
business other than Incident and 
Request management at the  
Service Desk. 

The IT team is demoralised, with 
frequent churn. 
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It is important to note the features 
that characterise life in both Smart 
Co and Shabby Co. 

In Smart Co. there is a symbiotic 
relationship between IT and the 
business, whereby IT and the 
business are aligned at the strategic 
level, resulting in a shared agenda, 
successful projects, and a stable, 
well-motivated IT team that works 
effectively and enjoys being valued. 

By contrast, in Shabby Co, there is no 
strategic connection between IT and 
the business: IT is perceived purely 
as a cost centre delivering minimal 
value. This in turn produces a vicious 
circle of lack of purpose, low levels of 
engagement resulting in high levels 
of staff churn - all of which in turn 
drives sub-optimal performance, 
reinforcing the negative perception 
of IT across the business. 

In both cases, the outcome flows 
from the degree of strategic 
alignment between IT and the 
business. Get that right, and good 
things should follow. 



3. Alignment Process 

There is no single ‘silver bullet’ process for 
bringing about successful business-IT alignment.

There are many variables at play here that can 
make one approach preferable to another  

in any particular organisation. 

Those variables include the personalities and 
management styles of the executive leadership 

team, the existing ‘chemistry’ and perceptions 
of IT across the business, plus the nature of 

the business itself, the level of sophistication of 
the corporate business planning process, the 

resources and time available, and so on. 

However, that said, the process that we look at 
below has (with a few tweaks here and there) 

worked effectively in driving alignment in some 
organisations that we have worked with. The point 

to bear in mind is that you will need to adapt it to 
some degree to the particular environment  

within which you operate. 
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“The IT function exists 
in order to support the 

organisation in achieving its 
strategic business objectives 
and operational priorities. We 

therefore need to develop 
an IT Roadmap that will 

both support and help drive 
the successful delivery of 

the organisation’s strategic 
business objectives.”

3.1 The Start Point
At a practical level, the start point has to be a shared 
understanding with the Exec Management team that driving 
business-IT alignment is both necessary and desirable, and 
overall agreement as to the process that will be followed. 
Without full C-level support, the initiative will almost certainly 
be destined to become a failure. 

So, let’s assume there is agreement with the Exec Team on the 
following propositions: In order to ensure alignment between 
the IT Roadmap and the corporate business strategy, we need 
to develop a set of strategic IT objectives that are derived 
from the corporate strategy. Subsequently, the strategic IT 
objectives will drive the Road-map which will then translate 
into a portfolio of projects to convert the Roadmap into 
operational reality. The overall logic of the alignment  
process is summarised in Figure 1: 

Corporate Strategic Business Objectives

Strategic Objectives

IT Roadmap

Portfolio of IT Projects/Investments
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3.2 Strategic Business 
Objectives
It is impossible to create a meaningful IT strategy 
without a set of corporate strategic business 
objectives (SBOs). Identifying and documenting  
these is a necessary first step in the process. 

Some organisations will already have these defined 
and documented. Others do not - which is not to  
say there are no SBOs: it’s generally the case that  
they exist roughly in the heads of the Exec 
Management Team, but have not been  
formally defined and documented. 

This latter scenario should in no way be regarded  
as an obstacle to the business-IT alignment process. 

On the contrary, it is a favourable opportunity to 
reinforce ITs role as a critical player in the strategic 
development of the organisation. A one to two-hour 
interview with each of the CEO, CFO, Sales Director 
and the COO should provide all the information 
needed for you to crystallise and document a draft 
set of SBOs, which can then be fed back to the Exec 
Management Team for final validation. 

IT, therefore, has a crucial role to play in contributing 
to the development of the overall business strategy 
in this scenario. It is essential that technology [or IT 
generally) is not discussed during this part of the 
process - unless, of course, your organisation is in the 
IT business. We are trying to capture the business 
objectives - which are likely to be all about customer 
acquisition and retention, market reputation, 
financial performance, operational excellence, risk 
management etc. The translation of these SBOs into 
strategic IT objectives comes next.



3.3 Solution Options

Here are some ‘real world’ SBOs that were defined 
by a company in the catering services business that 

can act as an indication of the type of outputs we 
are looking for during this part of the process.

Retain and grow existing clients through delivery  
of outstanding quality and value

Continually strive to identify and deliver additional 
value add services that are attractive to our existing 

clients, thereby capturing a greater proportion of 
their total spend on catering

Win new name clients in our ‘sweet spot’ through 
our market reputation for excellence and the 

submission of compelling tenders

Inspire consumer loyalty through service that is 
friendly, well informed and 100% reliable

Highly efficient ‘just in time’ supply  
chain management

Eliminate food waste at customer sites

Minimise staff churn

Make corporate assets sweat

Protect our brand through strong governance and 
good behaviours - 

“always take the high road”

Leverage aggregate purchasing power across the 
group through centralised procurement

INDUSTRY: CATERING SERVICES
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Other types of SBO might relate to growth through 
strategic acquisitions of businesses or entering new 
geographic markets through the establishment of 
local distribution channels and so on. 

STRATEGIC IT OBJECTIVES

 The next step is to develop a set of strategic IT 
objectives that align with the SBOs. This requires 
thinking about all aspects of IT - applications, 
data management, information security and IT 
Governance, user experience, infrastructure and 
ITSM - within the context of the SBOs. It can often 
require a level of creativity in terms of spotting 
potential linkages between SBOs and aspects of IT 
that might not be apparent. For example, it may not 
be obvious how IT can help reduce staff churn in the 
organisation. However, let’s think about that. Causes 
of high staff churn typically include frustration, 
boredom and lack of flexibility - and in a lot of cases 
IT can assist in reducing these factors. Strategic IT 
objectives in this area may include;

• Ensuring all staff have the right tools for the job 
and easy access to all necessary information, 
thereby removing frustrations in the workplace

• Maximising productivity and job satisfaction 
through automation of repetitive tasks and 
processes

• Providing all staff with the opportunity for flexible 
working through a reliable, easy to use secure 
and remote technology access policy.

3.4 Project Description
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Having worked through each of 
the SBOs and thought creatively 

about how IT can support and drive 
them, you will have developed a 
list of corresponding strategic IT 

objectives. A few examples are 
displayed over-page. 

Note that the relationship between 
the SBOs and the strategic IT 

objectives is a ‘many-to-many’ 
model. That is, multiple IT objectives 
may drive one of the SBOs, and one 
of the IT objectives may contribute 

towards addressing several of the 
SBOs. It is not (and cannot be) a 

clear one-to-one mapping exercise.

Again, it should 
be stressed that at 

this stage in the 
process we are 

not looking at the 
detailed operational 

implementation or 
the technologies that 
might be in play . We 

are simply identifying 
strategic IT objectives. 

The ‘how’ part  
comes later. 



3.5 IT Roadmap

SBOs STRATEGIC IT OBJECTIVES

Make corporate assets sweat Ensure proper lifecycle management of all IT assets

Centralised procurement across the group leveraging 
bulk buying discounts

Reliable, up to date management information

Eliminate food waste at  
customer sites

Effective demand management through collaborative 
teamwork and information sharing

Reliable, highly available supply chain  
management systems

Reliable, highly available supply chain  
management systems

Win new name clients  
in our ‘sweet spot’  

through our market 
reputation for excellence 

and the submission of 
compelling tenders

Robust IT continuity regime in place underpinning 
reputation for reliability

Protect the brand through strong information 
security regime that prevents embarrassing data 
leakage or data theft incidents

Smart data mining capability to support  
tender development

Achieve growth through 
strategic acquisitions of 

businesses in related  
market sectors

Enterprise Architecture that is sufficiently ‘open’  
to integrate acquired businesses

Use of industry standard applications  
wherever possible

Scalable, flexible infrastructure to support  
acquisition strategy
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In this part of the process, we take the strategic IT 
objectives and translate them into  

a documented IT Roadmap. 

Now is the time to start focusing on the operational 
implementation of the objectives and the specific 

technologies that might be in play. 

The most effective way to kick off the development 
of the IT Roadmap is to conduct a gap analysis 

between the strategic IT objectives as stated, and 
the state of current capabilities. Frank and open 
interviews with a broad cross section of users at 
different levels across the organisation (not just 

managers) are essential to get the true picture of 
today’s reality. This process also brings the collateral 
benefit of opening up channels of communication 

and developing relationships between IT and the 
business that will come in very useful downstream 
in the ongoing management and nurturing of the 

whole business-IT alignment process. 

Many organisations struggle with this part of the 
process because the IT department starts out by 

asking the business units what they want from 
IT, and the business units struggle to answer that 

question because they are not IT experts - they do 
not (in many cases) know what might be possible. 

This creates an impasse that frustrates everyone. 

A better approach is to talk to business units and 
individual users purely about their operational 

imperatives - with little or no reference to IT - and 
then translate those imperatives  

into IT requirements.
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The gap analysis is likely to generate a wide range 
of issues and ideas about areas for delivering the 
strategic IT objectives at a practical level. Depending 
on what exactly has been identified, it will usually be 
worthwhile to structure the IT Roadmap into several 
areas - typically

• Core infrastructure

• Data Management

• Applications

• ITSM

• Endpoint computing and user empowerment 
(e.g. collaborative working technologies)

• Information security

• IT Continuity and Risk Management

• Digital marketing and social media

The output should be a document that serves as 
an overall blueprint for delivering the strategic 
IT objectives in a way that addresses the issues 
revealed in the gap analysis. 

It’s crucial the IT Roadmap is not seen as a 
straitjacket. On the contrary, it needs to be 
positioned as a ‘living’ document with scope  
for continuous refinement. The inherent value  
of the RM is in providing a structured framework 
for making changes in direction to exploit new 
opportunities, while also ensuring that such 
changes in direction are consistent with  
the overall strategic objectives and  
approach and do not derail  
other initiatives.



The IT Roadmap will enable the definition, 
planning and delivery of a series of projects that are 

consistent, and will collectively drive the transition 
from the current state (as discovered in the  

gap analysis) to the desired state. 

In this state, the strategic IT objectives are being 
delivered, and there is a strong level of alignment 

between IT and the business because those IT 
objectives were in turn derived from the SBOs. 

Once it has been provisionally defined (at a high 
level) by IT, the Project Portfolio then needs to 

be reviewed with the Exec Management team 
and prioritised. It is particularly important that 

realistic time-frames and goals are set and agreed 
- otherwise all the good work done during the 

planning phase can be undone, and the whole 
process can degenerate into frustration and  

failure to meet expectations. 

3.6 Project Portfolio
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The process described above - starting with the 
SBOs and culminating in a prioritised Project 
Portfolio - is, of course, just the beginning. The 
business-IT alignment needs to then be fully 
institutionalised so that it is an integral part of 
the DNA of the organisation. 

At a practical level, two things are particularly 
important in achieving this institutionalising of 
the alignment process: 

4.1   Regular Review

4.2  Ongoing Dialogue with Business Units

4. Embedding Business-IT
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The IT Roadmap - and the associated Project 
Portfolio - needs to be reviewed on a regular basis 

with the Exec Management team. In addition to 
prioritising the integration of IT and the business 

at the forefront of the organisation, new strategic 
activities (considered by the leadership team)  

should be injected early into the IT planning stage  
to ensure the road-map is continually updated  

to reflect their initiatives. 

A Road-map that becomes static and  
stale is next to useless. 

The review process should also bring the benefit of 
healthy scrutiny and challenging of assumptions by 

bright people who are outside the IT function. It is 
all too easy for IT teams - with the best of intentions 

- to get caught up in the trials and tribulations 
of operational delivery and to lose sight of the 

bigger picture. Having smart people from outside 
asking hard questions - such as “are we addressing 

this strategic IT objective by implementing that 
particular project?” - is very valuable. 

4.1 Regular Review

Strategic Alignment of IT and Business



A structured process to ensure ongoing input 
and feedback from the business units at the user 
level is a critical success factor for guaranteeing 
effective business-IT alignment. 

The agenda should cover both the 
implementation of the IT Road-map (insofar as 
it is relevant to that particular business unit) and 
also any issues the business unit has at the  
day-to-day BAU level. 

This ensures that IT remains entirely in touch 
with what is happening at the coalface across 
the business, and the business units represent 
a rich source of ideas and perspectives that may 
not have occurred to IT staff. It also provides an 
opportunity to nip issues in the bud before  
they escalate. 

Organisations that have done this well typically 
have designated interfaces on both the IT and 
business unit side, who meet on a monthly basis.

4.2 Ongoing Dialogue 
with Business Units

Strategic Alignment of IT and Business



Readers of this eBook who have had exposure 
to the world of software development may 

well be thinking the whole process described 
so far sounds very much like a traditional 

‘Waterfall’ approach as opposed to the more 
modern ‘Agile’ approach. 

Strategic planning and software development 
is, of course, separate disciplines, and the 

Waterfall versus Agile debate does not (yet) 
appear to have been widely discussed within 
the context of strategic planning - which, by 
and large, continues to have a ‘waterfall feel’ 

about it in most organisations. 

However, while they are different disciplines, 
they do have a lot in common and strategic 

planning activities would benefit significantly 
by borrowing and adapting some of the core 

concepts of Agile Development. 

Why so? 

5. Waterfall Versus Agile
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The concept of ‘Agile’ development was created to 
address these issues, and represented a radically new 
approach to software development. Instead of one 
long development cycle against a rigid specification, 
development was instead based on a series of short 
incremental projects, with each project being geared to 
producing the MVP (minimum viable product). The MVP 
is then put into production, and feedback gathered. This 
is then fed into the development of the next MVP, and 
so on. The release cycles are much shorter, meaning 
that if a major course correction has to be made, this 
can be done without having to write off a large amount 
of previous work. 

‘Waterfall’ is the term used to describe the 
traditional approach to development projects 
where a highly detailed specification was 
developed upfront and set in concrete before 
any programming was started, then the 
software was built in its entirety precisely as 
per the spec, and eventually released - usually 
much later than originally anticipated. The 
outcome of this rigid approach was often that, 
by the time the software came to be released, 
the operational context had moved on so 
much that the relevance of the software had 
significantly diminished. 

Strategic Alignment of IT and Business



The key reason given by CIOs of organisations that have 
struggled with business-IT alignment for not having 

yet worked through the kind of process that we have 
described in this book is that it’s a major activity that 
has to be done in one hit. They feel the time involved 

will mean that (almost inevitably) what they create  
will be out of date as soon as it’s created.  

However, to be useful, a strategic IT road-map does not 
need to be all encompassing from the outset. It can 

evolve over time, with more detail layered over a period. 

The Agile concepts of the MVP and a series of short 
time-frame incremental releases, rather than everything 

being specified in full detail upfront, can help address 
this issue. They are also likely to result in a set of 

documentation that is right on the money in  
terms of currency and relevance. 

Furthermore, even for those organisations that have 
already successfully gone some way down the business-

IT alignment road, the fundamental concepts of the 
Agile approach may well assist the planning process to 

keep up with the pace of change that is occurring  
in most organisations today. 

Exactly how you weave these concepts into your 
business-IT alignment process will vary depending on 

the immediate circumstances within which you operate 
(resources, time, and expectations of the business). 

However, we offer the notion in the hope it may open  
up a productive line of new thinking. 
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