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ABSTRACT

In this article, a theory-driven approach for managing the alignment process between business
and ITbymakinghigh-quality IT investmentdecisions isdeveloped.Theaim is to increase the
understandingof thedimensionsof thealignmentproblemand tooffersomesupport insolving
it.Theconceptualizationofthealignmentissueissearchedfromthestructuralalignmenttheory,
arising fromandapplied inpsychology.After the theoreticalconsiderations, thearticleadoptsa
multidimensionalandconstructiveapproachtothealignmentproblemandlooksforanswerstothe
question:HowshouldorganizationsalignbusinessandIT,oratleast,howtosupportthebusinessand
ITalignmentdecisions?Asaresult,atheoreticallysoundframeworkoriginatingfromthealignment
problemisproposedfortheevaluationofITinvestments,amethodologybasedonthatframework,
andaconcreteinvestmentsupportsystemtohelpdecisionmakers.Theapplicabilityoftheapproach
isevaluatedinthecontextofanactualcaseinthefinancesector.
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1. INTRODUCTION

During the last century, efficiency in organizational contexts has been sought by specialization,
functional differentiation and professionalism - generally, by division and structuring of work.
Impressive success stories at the level of organizations and in whole societies have been heard.
Consequently,additionalmanagerialrequirementstointegrateandcoordinatethedivergingactivities
withinorganizationshavebeenrecognizedatthesametime.Organizationalunitsandothergroups
have become committed to their own goals and started to compete with each other, instead of
cooperatingand striving towardscommongoals.Theneed toalign interorganizationalorgross-
functionalactivitieshasarisen.Atthesametimeorganizationsoperateatmoreandmorecompeting
productandresourcemarkets,andthustheneedtoalignorganizationalactivitiesintheexogenous
contexthavebecomeobviousaswell.

Generally,alignmentistheproperpositioningorstateofadjustmentofpartsinrelationtoeach
other(Merriam-Webster,a).Ifnotasynonym,alignmentisatleastcloselyrelatedtotheconceptof
‘fit’.Thebestknown‘fit’-theoriesaretiedtotheperspectivesofnaturalselectionwherethefitisthe
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resultofanevolutionaryprocess.Thetheoriesofmanagerialselectionhaveadaptedtheprincipleof
fittotheorganizationalcontext-structurerelationship.

Today,informationtechnology(IT)haspenetratedeveryorganizationofanysizeineveryindustry.
Itisdifficulttofindorganizationalactivitiesorprocesseswhereinformationsystemswouldnotbe
employedinonewayoranother.Inadditiontoacademicinterest,thealignmentproblembetween
businessandinformationtechnologyhasbeenassignedtoasetofthemostchallengingITtopicsin
practice.Theproblemspansmultipledimensions,likeallorganizationaldecisionlevels,differenttime
frames,intellectualandsocialcapabilities,tangibleandintangibleassets,organizationalstructures
andprocesses, etc. It is amostwickedproblemwith complicated, controversial, diversifiedand
pluralisticfeatures.Intheliteraturetheproblemhasbeentypicallyoversimplifiedbyfocusingonly
onafewdimensionsandignoringtheothers.

OrganizationalalignmentingeneralbutalsothealignmentbetweenbusinessandITdoesnotjust
happen;itisrealizedbyaseriesofdecisionsatdifferentorganizationallevels.Theabilitiesandskills
tomakesuchcomplicatedandmultidimensionalalignmentdecisionsarerare(Powell,1992),andall
supportisvaluabletoadvancethequalityofthosedecisions.Oneofthemostsignificantclassesof
suchdecisionsaretheITinvestmentdecisions.Thebusiness–ITalignment(BITA)isfinallycreated
orsolvedbytheseinvestmentdecisions.Inprinciple,thewholeITfunctionwithinanorganization
and thus, thewholealignmentproblem isa resultof investmentdecisionsandby implementing
thosedecisions.Fortunately, theproblemcanalsobesolvedbyproper investmentdecisionsand
theirimplementation.Behindthehigh-qualityinvestmentdecisionsthereare,ofcourse,anumber
oforganizational,managerial,financial,technological,andotherfactors.ITgovernance,economic
situation,technologicalcompetences,projectmanagementcapabilities,tonameonlyafew,might
havecriticaleffectsonthequalityofITinvestmentdecisions.

Firstandforemost,thepurposeofthispaperistocombineandintegrateITinvestmentdecisions
andthealignmentissueatthetheoreticalandconceptuallevel.Toreachthepurpose,conceptualization
ofthemostsignificantdimensionsofBITAproblemassuggestedbyprioralignmentstudiesisneeded.
Unfortunately,theplethoraofdiverse,nonintegratedconceptsanddimensionsmakesitdifficultto
developanintegrated,parsimoniousapproachformanagingthealignmentprocess.Inordertoaddress
thisdifficulty,amoredefiniteconceptualizationandexplanationofthealignmentissueissearched
fromthestructuralalignmenttheory(SAT),arisingfromandappliedinpsychology.InSAT,entities
areviewed“assystemsofobjects,object-attributesandrelationsbetweenobjects”(Gentner,1983,
p.156).Thetheorystatesthattwoentitiescanbecomparedbyputtingthehierarchicalstructureof
oneentityintoalignment(orcorrespondence)withthestructureoftheotherentitytowhichitis
compared.Theprinciplesofstructuralalignment(SA)haveextendedbeyondanalogicalreasoningto
othercognitivephenomena,suchascomparison(Markman&Gentner,1993b)andchoice(Markman&
Moreu,2001;Markman&Medin,1995;Medin,Goldstone,&Markman,1995).Moreover,thetheory
hasbeenappliedtootherphenomena,likeinformationextraction(Mauch,2000)andopportunity
acknowledgementinmarkets(Grégoire,2005).

Afterthetheoreticalconsiderations,thispaperadoptsaconstructiveapproachtothealignment
problemandtriestofindsomeanswerstotheHow-question:Howshouldorganizationsalignbusiness
andIT,oratleast,howtosupportBITAdecisions?Thepurposeistodevelopatheory-drivenapproach
formanagingthealignmentprocessbymakinghigh-qualityITinvestmentdecisions.

Next, theargumentationof thediscussion isbasedonprior studiesonBITA, studieson IT
investments,andespeciallyonSAT.Insectionthree,thetheoreticaldiscussionismaterializedasa
newalignmentapproach.Insectionfour,theapplicabilityoftheapproachisevaluatedinthecontext
ofanactualcasefromthefinancialsector.
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