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Introduction
No Time For  

Conventionality

Let’s break ground with a short history of the ancient past.
 It all began in 1995. Okay, that may not seem exactly like the “ancient past,” but for this book, it 

is essentially the point of origin. It was during this time that the World Wide Web spidered out from its 
inception in academia and military research. And since this book is primarily about once-geeky stuff, 
like how information technology has changed and is still changing the way business is conducted, 
1995 is a critical milestone.

It also happens to be the year that we (the authors) graduated from college. We had nerdy 
degrees in a time before nerds acquired the ironically cool image they now enjoy. (Damn you, lucky 
young nerds!) We took nerdy jobs as the “tech people” at two big professional services companies. We 
worked on some of the biggest system implementations ever attempted. It was a fascinating vantage 
point from which to watch businesses evolve as the Internet spread. We’ve been watching this evolution 
(and sometimes been fortunate enough to be involved) throughout our careers. 

But don’t worry. This isn’t a history book or a memoir of two nerds. This is a practical, how-to 
book. It’s a how-to book on an important subject: namely how to create strategy in a business world 
rapidly changing as a result of technology innovation. This book offers a means of increasing your 
company’s ability to compete by thinking about technology differently.

We’re going to argue that technology is a central component of business strategy today. That is 
what we believe. No matter what Nicholas Carr said. No matter what your CFO thinks, and yes, regard-
less of what your CEO says. If they don’t recognize that this once-nerdy technology stuff is now a central 
component of business strategy, they are wrong, and your company is in trouble. More than any other 
trend today, technology continues to remake businesses and industries as new competitors and entire 
industries quickly rise to supplant their ancestors.
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It was common in the 1990s to talk about how technology would “change everything.” Then, 
the double financial busts of the first decade of the 2000s drew attention from the changes underway. 
Despite the busts, technology continued to evolve and businesses invested heavily. Those businesses 
that embraced technology from a revolutionary vantage point are now the companies we admire. Why? 
They used innovation to compete their way to the top. They did it better and faster.

We will argue that most organizations get this technology strategy stuff horribly wrong—that they 
are using an antiquated model for thinking about technology and that this accounts for many of the 
casualties that litter the business world.

Finally, we will argue that there is a better way to think strategically about technology and a better 
way to deliver on it. We call it the Strategy MAP. Okay, it’s a cheesy name, but it could be worse. Our 
publisher wanted us to re-order the letters to create the “Strategy AMP: Boosting your strategy to the next 
phase.” Her advice is usually spot on, but that was too much, even for us nerds.

Clever acronyms aside, the Strategy MAP solution we propose in this book is grounded in 
something pretty venerable: science. No, we’re not talking about some weird middle school science 
laboratory. The scientific approach is simply a way of thinking about problems and opportunities and 
testing solutions the way modern scientists do.

We realize that science isn’t the most traveled path for people seeking ideas for business thinking. 
Based on the offerings in our local Barnes and Noble, businesspeople prefer lessons and metaphors 
from war, psychology, religion, or engineering. Science-based books don’t seem to land on the business 
shelves very often. Yet, the approach to “thought” promoted by science is particularly valuable in the 
case of technology because technology now enables businesses to launch and test experiments faster 
and cheaper than ever before. Advancements in modern technology make the basic scientific approach 
for designing a business hypothesis, rapidly creating an experiment, and quickly testing that experiment 
in the market, much easier than it once was.

We’re not attempting to be the last word on strategy, much less technology strategy. This isn’t the 
kind of book that bombastically reveals the secrets to a successful business in four easy steps. This 
book is simply part of the conversation on how technology has changed business and what to do about 
it. We are sharing an approach that we have found helpful—one that we think might help you, too.

However, it first requires one big leap across the Great Divide. 
 



SECTION 1

AN UNFAIR FIGHT
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Chapter 1

The Great Divide
How Goliath  

Grew Two Heads

How did once powerful businesses lose to smaller, faster companies who innovated their way to 
the top? How did so many businesses cede the high ground on technology leadership?
The truth is most businesses are not organized to deliver technology in a strategic way. If you 

work in or near an information technology (IT) organization, this won’t come as a surprise. The 
traditional divided structure where IT is a separate group from the rest of the company may be effective 
for managing cost and reducing risk, but it isn’t effective at enabling companies to be more competitive 
through technology. Please don’t be offended if you work in an excellent IT shop. We know you guys 
are out there, but you are a rare few. 

Of all the organizations found within a company, IT is often the least liked and respected. 
Worse yet, IT employees, despite being some of the most highly paid, are often the least happy and, 
consequently, the most likely to leave. These internal IT organizations are rarely innovative. Their 
role has basically been relegated to glorified order takers responding to requests from the rest of the 
organization, which people in IT refer to as “the business” (as if people in IT somehow are not part of 
“the business” themselves). Then, there are those supposedly forward-thinking organizations that refer 
to business units as the “customer” (as if they have forgotten who the real customer of the organization 
is). We just don’t get it. IT is part of the business, and the entire business succeeds only when it serves 
the ultimate end-user customer.

This problem hit home recently when we started working with a new client and had the unusual 
opportunity to listen to some recent audio recordings of interviews with their executive team, done by 
another consulting firm. From what we heard, this firm had been asked to help fix the relationship 
between the client’s IT organization and its business executives, but had made the problem worse. 
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As soon as we listened to these interviews, we realized why. The consulting firm’s perspective 
was so far off the mark that the interviewees were hopelessly frustrated just by the questions asked. Yet 
we almost couldn’t blame the consulting firm—the questions asked were actually quite typical of the 
language used around IT today. What was atypical were the executives’ responses.

Here’s a snippet of one of the conversations:

Interviewer: Let’s start with an open-ended question. How well do you think 
your IT organization is serving you?

Client Executive (you can almost hear him frowning): You see, that is the 
problem right there. You’ve got the wrong perspective. They shouldn’t be trying to serve 
me. They should be trying to create value for our customers. 

Interviewer: Fair enough. But how well is IT meeting the needs of your business 
to help you create value for your customers?

Client Executive: Look, I don’t think you realize just how bad this has gotten 
here. Do you know that the people in IT now go through “Customer Service” training? 
And guess who the “customer” is? ME! That is absolutely ridiculous. 

Interviewer: Sure, we see this disconnect all the time, but it doesn’t appear to 
be much worse here than anywhere else. They are just trying to run their IT organization 
like a business. You actually have a fairly efficient IT organization.

Client Executive (clearly exasperated): Efficient yes, but I don’t think you 
understand. Last year, our former CIO requested funding for a Customer Relationship 
Management system to track internal customers. Let’s just think about how perverse 
that is. We don’t even have a functioning CRM to allow us to share information across 
our business about our external customers (sighing). 

Things are different now. A few years ago, we could afford to delay our investment 
in technology. In fact, we encouraged it. We were burned by excessive spending in 
the 1990s and had too many failed projects. We figured that if we were slow to spend 
in IT, we would make fewer mistakes. So we decided to become “deliberate.” But that 
isn’t working either. I can’t quite put my finger on it. I’m not a technology expert. Our 
traditional big competitors are still slow (thank God), but you wouldn’t believe how 
quickly new small guys are entering our space. Just this morning, we lost a huge piece 
of business from our biggest client to a new company that has been around for less 
than six months. We’ve been in this business for over 100 years, and we’re losing to 
some kids in a garage. Using technology strategically isn’t an academic exercise for 
us. It is life or death. 
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The executive made two key points in this conversation. First, he pointed out that his IT 
organization was focused on the wrong thing: their internal customers. Second, he pointed out the 
related consequence: that his company was missing opportunities to use technology as a competitive 
weapon. While he couldn’t quite put his finger on what had gone wrong, he nailed the problem. His IT 
organization’s internal focus was distracting from real opportunities.

So how did we, business and IT, get here? How is it that corporations spun one of the most 
important competitive weapons in the modern business arsenal into an insignificant tool? And the 
people? How did we arrive at a divided IT group that is frequently disliked, underperforming and often 
unhappy? When did innovation become drudgery? What happened to IT?

Don’t get us wrong—despite the absence of strategic leveraging of IT in most companies, tech-
nology has still revolutionized the business world. Here are a few highlights:

 The entire music industry was remade in less than ten years. 
 The television and movie industry are in the middle of radical change now, as Internet-

powered video transforms the business models of cable and satellite providers. 
 Printed newspapers are disappearing quickly as the Web and digital readers steal the 

audience, and only specialized print publications appear poised to survive. 
But wait, there’s more:

 Car companies are competing by embedding more technology in their dashboards. 
 Banks have moved most low-value transactions to computers. 
 Legal transactions are now handled by digital platforms delivered “in the cloud” with low-paid 

customer service agents serving the customer rather than lawyers (bad news for recent law 
school grads). 

 Energy companies use increasingly sophisticated computer systems to find oil, and comput-
ers even control the processing and distribution of oil once it’s out of the ground. 

 Charities take donations via text message. Think about that for a second—donations by text 
messages. 

Additionally, the increasing push toward globalization (which many claim is the most impor-
tant business trend) is largely underpinned by technology. Email and file sharing were the first 
critical Internet-enabled activities. Now, these and more advanced collaboration tools make working 
with global teams not only easier, but more effective. Inside even the most staid, old-fashioned 
industries, technology is taking an increasingly prominent role, as it improves the productivity of 
workers across geographies and increases the analytic and decision-making capabilities of the 
entire organization.

The strategic role of technology and the ability to manage it successfully are not commonly  
understood disciplines. It is no wonder. The seminal works of business strategy were largely written 
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before technology really became a central component of business strategy. Porter, Drucker, and Hammer 
all wrote their most widely known and commonly studied works well before technology accelerated the 
ability to compete. These excellent books are largely silent on the issues of technology, and the few that 
address it at all are naive about the issues that face twenty-first century businesses. 

Walk into any bookstore (assuming you still go to a bookstore in person), and you’ll find shelves 
littered with books on implementing and measuring business strategy. These books rarely touch on the 
strategic importance of technology.

Additionally, countless volumes dive deep into tech-
nical concepts, programming languages, and project 
management. Some even make an effort to explore tech-
nology strategy. Many of these books offer good ideas and 
frameworks, but almost universally, they approach the topic 
from inside an IT organization or inside existing technol-
ogy. They frequently miss the competitive advantage that a 
company (or industry for that matter) can wield when tech-
nology is applied strategically. 

And it doesn’t stop there. The other places companies 
go to for advice—other publications, advisory and consult-
ing firms—also miss this critical topic. 

With this gap in strategic thinking, most organizations 
are left to fend for themselves and consequently, “wing it” 
when building technology strategies. Too often this leaves 
the strategic process without real fuel within the organi-
zation, leading companies to create middling, ineffective 
strategies, or more often, a series of disconnected initiatives 
with little holding them together. 

This book is a call to “reboot”—to rethink the 
way businesses strategically work with technology.  
It is designed to spark thinking and encourage insight. 
It is written to hearten those who work with technology 
(there is more to success in IT than simple preoccupa-
tion with lowering costs or increasing responsiveness), 
and it is meant to encourage those in the rest of the 
organization who yearn for clear ways of thinking about 
technology. We hope it is a kick in the pants for those 
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who are stuck, and a call to arms for the next generation of nerds who are tasked with making 
sense of the tangle of technology.

We need to reboot many of the old ideas and start afresh. 
But first, let’s examine how we got those “old ideas.”

A Brief History of Technology — With a New Lens
To understand how we got to this unfortunate situation, a brief history of technology in business is in 
order. We’ll talk about how IT and business divided over the last fifty years into a two-headed Goliath. 
We all know what happens in the conflict between David and Goliath, but a two-headed Goliath adds a 
new twist to the story. This Goliath is big, slow, strong, and schizophrenic. In this chapter, we’ll discover 
how this two-headed Goliath formed and strengthened over these years.

 A word to you fellow nerds: Those of you who are familiar with the history of technology 
within organizations because you’ve read about it or lived through it may be tempted to 
skip this section or just skim it. We wholeheartedly support that approach. If you want to 
skim through, just look for the parts about how Goliath’s second head sprouted, grew and  
solidified through each major technology wave. That evolution is the key takeaway of this 
chapter. Hopefully we didn’t spoil it for the rest of you!

Believe it or not, computers only entered the business world about fifty years ago. While it 
is a somewhat arbitrary date, we will start around 1960 as we assess the effect of information 
technology on modern commerce. By 1960, about 6,000 computers were operating in the U.S., 
but it was largely government and research institutions that used these machines. For example, 
computers had been used to process the 1950 census, predict the election of Dwight D. Eisenhower 
(1952), and photocopy paper (1959). But until the 1960s, they hadn’t moved significantly into 
the business world.

In 1960, American Airlines launched a major investment in technology called SABRE. American 
Airlines was growing rapidly, but this growth presented its own challenges. The company was over-
whelmed with slow, manual, error-prone processes, particularly in processing new reservations, 
responding to customer requests and managing the many operational issues that airlines face (e.g., 
weather delays, maintenance, ground control, etc.). 

American Airlines had already made attempts at rudimentary solutions involving early computers 
when the president, C.R. Smith, sat down on a flight next to an IBM sales rep (at least, this is how the 
story is widely told). They began talking and realized that some of the experimental systems that IBM 
had been building for the military could be repurposed for use at the airline. This happenstance 

The Great Divide
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discussion launched a project that eventually created SABRE, 
which originally stood for Semi-Automated Business Research 
Environment. SABRE went “live” as a prototype in 1960. If a 
time machine is ever invented, we’d like to travel back to the 
day when C.R. Smith sold this idea to his board. (Did anyone 
ask him to fill out the standard business case template? 
Probably not.)

SABRE, one of the first major applications built in any 
business, gave American Airlines astrategic cost and informa-
tion advantage over its competitors that lasted decades. This 
one move allowed American Airlines to leapfrog its competition. 
It gave the company a combined reservation and scheduling 
system, as SABRE handled the challenges of running reserva-
tions in a global airline. It also allowed American to price and 
re-price faster and with fewer resources than its non-computer-
enabled competitors. In fact, SABRE was so far ahead of the 
competition that many of their competitors paid American to 
use the system rather than struggle to catch American’s lead. 

Another benefit for American was that having its com-
petition on its own system increased American’s information 
advantage over the rest of the industry. American knew what its 
competition was doing, and better yet, what its competition’s 
customers were doing. 

Around this same time, a few other companies began 
to successfully implement game-changing systems. Then in 
1963, Digital Equipment Corporation launched the first suc-
cessful minicomputer. Originally seen as toys by many of the 
people working on mainframes—foreshadowing the same 

comments later made about PCs and mobile phones—the lower cost of minicomputers and easier 
programming languages (COBOL in 1959 and BASIC in 1964) enabled even more businesses to 
explore the information technology frontier. By 1975, more than 5,000 minicomputers had been sold 
in the U.S. 

The technology wave continued to gain momentum in the business world, and by the late 1970s, 
most businesses of any size had computers performing basic tasks. In addition to accounting, bill 
printing, and reservations, computers were used for payroll, operations, and manufacturing. These were 
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still massive systems tackling big problems, tightly managed 
by a small, select group of technologists who researched the 
problem, built the software, and decided who could use what 
and when. 

So, if you can accept that 1960 is the starting date 
for the use of computers in business, that means we have 
just over fifty years of experience with them. Although we’ve 
learned a great deal in the past five decades, that isn’t a lot 
of time to really learn how to use a new kind of technology. 
Is it any surprise we have not yet learned the best way to 
organize technology investments or build technology solu-
tions, much less the best way to think about technology?

Let’s get back to the birth of the Great Divide between 
IT and business people and the creation of the two-headed 
Goliath. Up until the mid-1970s, the IT people within busi-
nesses were still a relatively small group and closely tied to 
business needs. But that was about to change.

Personal Computers

The next wave of infiltration by computers took a different 
path and involved a completely different set of people. The 
personal computer (PC) was born in 1975 when Altair 
released the Altair 8800. Then in 1977, Apple introduced 
the prototype of a fully assembled computer, the Apple II. 
For the first time, information technology innovation broke 
through the size and cost barrier that had locked it inside 
only large institutions. Initially, the PC inched its way into 
households and schools where people began interacting 
directly with computers mostly as a substitute for the type-
writer or as a device on which to play games. For most, this 
was the first time they personally laid a hand on a computer. 
Consumers were fascinated, despite how little those early 
gems actually did.

During the 1980s, the PC began invading corporations, frequently bypassing the IT group who 
thought of them once again as toys (an attitude reinforced by the sales and marketing arms of the 

The Great Divide
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companies who manufactured the expensive and profitable mainframes and minicomputers). On the 
eve of the greatest evolutionary leap since the Industrial Revolution, the tech people in many businesses 
resisted the PC as if it were an invader and built bulwarks against its infiltration into their enterprise. 

Despite the resistance, the powerful, portable PC soon spread to more kinds of businesses and 
into more corners within companies. In a few short years, the PC started to appear on almost every desk 
and to be used for a host of new functions: data analysis, faxing, spreadsheets, information organization,  
communication, presentations, and personal productivity. 

Although initially sluggish to adopt the PC, tech people reversed course and took on the challenge 
of writing the new kinds of software made possible by PCs. These applications, fueled by a host of 
newer, easier programming languages, and prebuilt software packages, furthered the surge of software 
that poured into businesses. 

For the first time, however, computers that showed up on corporate desktops could not be  
completely controlled by the IT staff. With PCs, the user was in control. Data could be transferred on 
the new fancy floppy disks from user to user. Executives and employees could even create their own 
rudimentary applications without the help of people in the tech group. In a foreshadowing of what is 
happening today, technology in businesses began to diverge from the immediate control of the organi-
zational hierarchy; and as it diverged, strategic thinking about technology began to split as well.

Most business people were not yet aware of the strategic importance of technology. Executives 
were primarily concerned about larger and larger technology spending—budgets were out of control, 
and the root cause was the ubiquitous PC.

The reaction of the business community was predictable: insert more control, more hierarchy, 
and more process. And the IT organization was needed to manage it all. This is when Goliath sprouted 
a second head.

Email and the Internet

The next major wave of innovation wasn’t hardware related. It was a single application—email. Email 
lodged itself into businesses by capitalizing on a new network of networks: the Internet. Although 
email had existed since the 1960s or 1970s (depending on what start date you want to use for an 
actual “mail” system on a computer), it didn’t become widespread until the mid- to late-1980s. As the 
technology spread into more and more companies, not having email was a liability. The speed and 
efficiency it enabled in communication was addictive.

As with the tools that preceded it, email remade entire business functions. Instant, written  
communication reached multiple people at the same time, allowed written records of conversations, 
and sped up response time. Email had huge advantages over the three dominant internal communica-
tion mechanisms of the past: printed memos (could reach many people, but were slow), telephones 
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(faster, but could only connect to one person), and 
meetings (could reach many people, but were costly 
and time-consuming as well as difficult to arrange before 
email facilitated the scheduling process). Again, in a 
remarkably small timespan, a new technology reshaped 
businesses. The printed memo all but disappeared, and 
the telephone ceased to be the primary mode of com-
munication in most businesses. The only remaining 
vestige of pre-information technology communication is 
the meeting—and as we’ll see in the next chapter, even 
that is being transformed.

Businesses adopted email at a rapid pace, at 
first dominantly for internal communication, and then 
for communicating with people outside the organiza-
tion as well: suppliers, customers, competitors, bankers, 
lawyers, and regulators. The advantages email brought to 
internal communication were magnified in external com-
munication. Email was much more efficient and effective 
than trying to reach someone outside the company using 
traditional methods like phone calls, faxes or meetings. 
The computer kept a record of all correspondence, and 
multiple people could receive and respond to the same 
message at the same time. This application signaled one 
of the most important (but not obvious at the time) capa-
bilities of technology—it could connect people in ways 
never before imagined. 

At the same time, as businesses began 
using email to connect to the businesses around 
them, they were not only improving their inter-
actions and speeding up the whole world of commerce; they were also exposing their 
companies to new risks. Data was easy to transfer via email, and businesses began to see 
one of the most crucial strategic issues that would arise from the increasing use of technology: 
security.

Email was mission-critical and risky. And businesses reacted in a logical way at the time. If they 
didn’t already have a separate IT group, they created one. If they had a separate IT group, they gave 

The Great Divide
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it additional power. Organizational lines and hierarchy were strengthened as the IT group began to be 
seen as a separate part of the company. Especially in large organizations, this division became much 
clearer. Goliath’s second head began to take shape. 

The World Wide Web

The World Wide Web was another application built on the back of the Internet that began to emerge 
around 1995. This technology solidified the divided role of IT in most businesses, and continued to 
develop Goliath’s second head.

At first, most businesses saw the effect of the Web as trivial, less important than email. In fact, 
many ignored it for years. Even when they finally began addressing the Web, they weren’t sure what 
to do with it. Companies initially thought of the Web as simply another place to put their brochures, 
leading to a common 1990s term: “brochure-ware.” The first corporate Web “sites” provided little more 
than an overview of the company, essential product information, maybe some flattering pictures of the 
executives and basic contact information. Unfortunately, many websites still look like that today. Even 
though these first paltry attempts didn’t seem like a revolution, the technology underlying the Internet, 
on which the World Wide Web was built, enabled a remarkable advance in creativity for those who 
recognized it. Evolution became a revolution, even if many businesses missed it.

As innovators pushed new ideas and business models onto the Web, many businesses that had 
done well for decades or even centuries were crippled, or at best, handcuffed. The Web spread quickly, 
and by the last five years of the 1990s, a handful of new and successful ventures powered by the Web 
had become household names, including Amazon, eBay, Yahoo!, and AOL. 

These companies were led by cutting-edge explorers who ventured into this unknown territory  
to claim their space. In fact, the dominant metaphors of the time were geography based: “sites” 
were “under construction,” users “visited” different “addresses” on the Web and travelled an “Internet 
Superhighway” that connected it all. Like adventurous explorers, early tech pioneers made remarkable 
progress considering how unclear the territory was at the time. These were the winners. They were the 
scientists who remained true to their experimental tests of technology.

And there were losers. For every company that was successful in this new Web world, dozens 
(perhaps hundreds) failed. Not only did startups trying to claim territory in the new world fail, but so did 
businesses that had been around for decades. Bookstores, record labels, airlines, encyclopedias, hotel 
chains, retail outlets, newspapers, phonebook printers, travel agents, Realtors, and many other busi-
nesses that were too slow to realize what was going on began to lose their customers and their profits.

Sony could have created Napster or iTunes, but it didn’t. Barnes and Noble could have created 
Amazon; AT&T could have created Google; Britannica could have created Wikipedia, or the Chicago 
Tribune could have created eBay or Craigslist; but they didn’t. 



15

None of these older businesses had a winning strategy for using new technology. The two-
headed Goliath that had emerged as the dominant way of organizing technology investment contributed 
substantially to this problem. One head looked at the other and said, “You are the IT guys; you figure out 
what we should do about this Web thing.” The other head looked back and said, “You are the business 
guys, you tell us what you want to do, and we’ll make it happen.” As you might expect, a two-headed 
Goliath was even slower than his one-headed predecessor. 

The Technology Strategy Gap
Goliath businesses missed many opportunities. The latter half of the twentieth century saw immense 
and successive waves of change brought on by technological forces, and at an increasingly faster pace. 
Existing businesses struggled while aggressive upstarts gained ground. New businesses took risks, 
envisioned new products powered by innovative technologies, saw weaknesses in the competition,  
conducted experiments, and—with a momentum and drive that few of their large competitors could 
match—created the dominant technology platforms and businesses of the new world. 

Goliath businesses struggled. If they were the dominant force in the business world before, in the 
new age, they were sluggish, impotent, and appallingly unable to respond to the changes around them. 
Confronted each day by the challenges of the present, many businesses failed to distinguish the trivial 
from the significant and the tactical from the strategic. The development of IT strategy and business 
strategy as two separate heads was a core part of the problem. Instead of two heads being better than 
one, companies became of two minds, and were often pulled in two different directions when trying to 
think strategically.

CIOs and various consulting firms began to try to patch up Goliath and his two heads using a 
variety of catch-phrase approaches that you might remember.

Failed Two-Headed Goliath Fix #1: Alignment

The first approach to the two-headed Goliath problem was called alignment. CIOs and other technology 
leaders pursued this indistinct goal for years. The major research and analysis companies studied the 
alignment issue, which frequently appeared as the top concern of CIOs in industry surveys through the 
1990s and beyond. Yet, the concept was difficult to define, hard to act on, and impossible to achieve 
with certainty. 

The strategy was sometimes couched as “being responsive to customers”—a concept even 
worse than the idea of alignment because it advocated thinking of the company as a customer and thus 
created a pseudo-market within the organization. Talking about other people inside the organization as 
if they were the customers was a distraction from the real work of technology strategy and soon became 
a blind alley for many organizations.

The Great Divide
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REBOOT

By this point in technology history, the Web and supporting technologies were so transformative 
that simply doing whatever the guys on the top floor said to do was a woefully lacking response to 
the challenges and opportunities presented by new technology. Businesses and their IT organizations 
simply couldn’t keep up with the rapidly changing competitive landscape, and their failure to do so left 
an opening for external service providers to step in with proposed solutions and lure away the attention 
(and dollars) of business executives. 

Failed Two-Headed Goliath Fix #2: IT Isn’t Strategic

In the early part of the 2000s, pundits tried other ways of 
tackling the two-headed Goliath problem. First, they tried to 
minimize the strategic importance of technology, basically 
saying that there was no strategic value to technology, so 
just don’t worry about it.

This idea was easy to sell because IT strategies 
were failing left and right inside most companies. Weary 
business executives reflexively flocked around pundits who 
proclaimed the view that IT was not a strategic investment 
because they had been burned by excessive spending on 
unjustified and non-strategic technology during the first 
wave of excitement around the Web. This wet blanket spread 
over business thinking and into IT department culture, and it 
has dampened strategic thinking about technology in many 
organizations to this day. 

Business leaders found false comfort in this thought. 
If IT isn’t strategic, it doesn’t require our attention, and we 
can forget about it. At the same time, CIOs and IT depart-
ment heads tried to protect their jobs as the CFO whittled 
away budgets and the rest of the C-suite unknowingly stifled 
innovation. Any notion of experimentation with new technol-
ogy was extinguished. IT wasn’t strategic—or so they said.

Failed Two-Headed Goliath Fix #3: The Trusted Advisor

Meanwhile, other IT organizations were trying to achieve 
the elusive “Trusted Advisor” status. Although the concept of 
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alignment was still hot, it was clearly not achieving its grand vision of unlocking “the potential of IT” 
inside organizations. CIOs wanted to go beyond alignment. The new buzz centered on being a Trusted 
Advisor. The Holy Grail for the CIO was getting a seat at the proverbial table—the C-suite or board-
room table—so that the CIO could advise business executives on how technology could improve their 
company and its revenues. 

But the Trusted Advisor approach does little to close the gap between the business people 
and the IT people. In fact, it exacerbates the problem because it reinforces the idea that there is a 
separate business that needs advice on technology, and that this separate group needs to simply 
“trust” the technology team. This model may work well for external consultants and other service 
providers, but it is a dead end for the internal development of technology strategies. 

Failed Two-Headed Goliath Fix #4: Running IT Like a Business

In a desperate attempt to find a way to make the two-headed Goliath work, many businesses decided 
to run the IT organization as if it were a separate business—and in doing so, only strengthened the 
division between the business people and the IT people. Promoted by consulting companies and 
industry gurus with books like Managing IT as a Business by Mark Lutchen or The Real Business of 
IT by Richard Hunter and George Westerman, this idea seeped into much of the language inside busi-
nesses and IT organizations. Technology people frequently talk about other people in the organization 
as their customers or clients. They talk about selling projects to the organization. Some even built 
internal sales systems to track the “selling” process of projects through the organization. Others tried to 
transform themselves from a cost center to a generator of financial results.

This way of thinking (which is the dominant approach in many businesses as we write this book) 
is doing nothing more than strengthening the two-headed Goliath. It reinforces the damaging idea 
that two kinds of people exist inside organizations: business people and technology people. It creates 
confusion about who the real customers of the organization are—the people or organizations that pay 
money for its products, not other people inside the organization. It creates bad relationships within the 
organization because the people within the organization don’t want to be sold. They don’t want to be 
“relationship managed.” They don’t want to be manipulated or treated like targets from which the IT 
department can extract more money. 

This divide between technology people and business people inside the organization has become 
so entrenched, and the gap so wide, that very little technology strategy occurs in most businesses. IT 
organizations that try to “run like a business” usually focus by default on cost reduction, which simply 
accelerates the commoditization of the applications and services provided by the company. Cost reduc-
tion itself is not a bad idea, but it does nothing to distinguish the organization or differentiate it from 
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its competition. This focus on cost reduction has stripped 
the technology capabilities of many businesses at exactly 
the same time new innovators are investing and taking an 
experimental and innovative approach to technology.

By focusing almost exclusively on reducing costs or 
simply being “responsive” to “the business,” many IT orga-
nizations—and therefore many businesses—have lost the 
vision and vigor necessary to act strategically and have suf-
focated innovation within their walls. All the while, external 
innovation speeds up and new competitors use technol-
ogy to undercut existing businesses. David is taking down 
Goliath right before our eyes.

Now that we’ve taken a trip down Memory Lane and 
rekindled your desire to change the world, we want to invite 
you to get a new set of tools: competitive weaponry. 

In the next chapter, we will talk about David and the 
new tools available to him—and to you—even as our two-
headed Goliath argues with himself.


