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Aligning Technology to Business Strategy:  

New Tools, Old Rules   

 

Technology innovation continues at an 
incredible rate.  Computing power, end-user 
devices, networking and communication 
options, and software applications all offer new 
capabilities and options unimagined even five 
years ago.  But the challenge to CIOs and other 
executives remain the same as ever:  how to 
select technology investments wisely and have 
the greatest positive impact on company 
performance? 

Even though technology continues to change, 
many of the basic principles that guide 
decisions on technology investment and usage 
have not.  By following some basic guidelines, a 
company can help ensure its technology 
investments support business direction. 

 

1. Give the users what they need, not 
necessarily what they ask for.  This 
doesnôt mean giving them what IT wants.  
Successful alignment of technology and the 
business starts with a fundamental 
understanding what the business needs.  
This takes a lot of listening, analysis, 
collaboration, and most of all, time. But it is 
always worth the investment. A strong 
understanding of the business needs 
supports effective investment in the right 
technologies, in the right scale, at the right 
times and places. An interesting byproduct: 
when IT listens, users love to talk and 
collaborate. Asking users to define their 
technology needs implies they have a 
significant understanding of how to apply 

technology.  Itôs an old ñbuzz phraseò, 
however, IT should partner with its users. It 
works. 

2. More data is not more information.  
Greater access, new tools, and more data do 
not solve anything by itself. There are 
situations where more data allows users to 
improve analysis and decision support. But 
that is not always (or usually) the case. 
Users are often inundated with too much 
data, and too much information. Information 
is only useful if it is actionable.  Creating 
actionable data requires well designed data 
repositories that take into account the needs 
of the users and provides them with the 
information they need.  

3. Information is still information.  
Information and data are not the same. 
Information has certain critical characteristics 
that make it valuable to an organization.  Itôs 
timely:  if it needs to be available real -time, 
it is. But if information is valuable ten days 
after an event, then ten days is timely as 
well. For example, financial close data does 
not need to be prepared the next day in 
many cases. As one client controller once 
pointed out, ñWhy should I incur the cost to 
cut my monthly close from eight days to six? 
No decisions will change and itôs just an 
extra cost.ò He was right. 
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Information must be accessible to be 
valuable. That means the right user must be 
able to get the information. It also needs to 
be relevant.  Detailed information on in -
transit stock may be interesting, but does it 
impact decisions by the organization? Maybe 
just knowing it is in -transit and the arrival 
date is enough. 

Finally, information must be actionable to be 
valuable. A shipment is held up, or a 
customer has a request. Unless the user has 
the ability to act on this information, it 
doesnôt have value, and in some cases can 
have a negative impact on performance (for 
example, the customer request that went to 
the wrong place and therefore isnôt dealt 
with).  

With information, certain things donôt 
change: timing, accessibility, relevance, and 
whether or not itôs actionable.  Technology 
can transform data into information, and 
thatôs the value of technology investment. 

 

4. Technology has to solve a problem.  
Sometimes technology can make things 
worse. A wireless network on the shop floor 
can add value, as long as the network 
works and the data is secure.  But if 
keyboards that get stuck because dust clogs 
them on the shop floor that creates more 
work for everyone. Sometimes simple 
answers work. New technology, well 
implemented and supported, can have a 
huge positive impact on the organization. 
But if there isnôt a problem to solve or an 
opportunity to exploit, nothing has been 
accomplished. 

5. Integration is critical.   ñClean sheetò or 
ñgreen fieldò technology environments are 
extremely rare. More often, legacy systems, 
existing technology, current processes are 
already in place and must be included as 
part of any investment decision.  These 

decisions must capture the cost and 
requirements for integrating new 
technology into an existing framework. In 
addition, change management and training 
is required to modify existing process and 
skill sets to properly utilize the new 
integrated solution. Integration must be 
seamless and transparent in order to work 
successfully. Most new technologies donôt 
fail because of their impact on the business; 
they fail because they canôt work with 
whatôs already there. 

 


