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Leveraging CIO Power to Enhance the 
Relationship Between Social Alignment 
and IT-Business Strategic Alignment
Jennifer E Gerow, Virginia Military Institute, Lexington, USA

ABSTRACT

TogiveInformationTechnology(IT)amorecentralroleinanorganizationandavoiddisruptingthe
existingexecutiveteampowerbalance,ChiefInformationOfficers(CIOs)shouldonlyleveragetheir
powerincertainsituations.WeproposeCIOscanleveragetheirexpert,prestige,andstructuralpower
attributestoinfluencethesocial–intellectualalignmentrelationshipversusthesocial–operational
alignmentrelationshipinuniqueways.Analyzingdatacollectedfrom140CIOs,theresultssuggestIT
knowledgestrengthensthesocial-strategicalignmentrelationship,businessknowledgeandstructural
powerweakenthesocial–intellectualalignmentrelationship,andprestigepowerhasnoimpactonthe
social-strategicalignmentrelationship.Implicationsofthesefindingsarediscussed.
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1. INTROdUCTION

There isnodoubtaligningbusinessand ITstrategiesandprocesses isvaluable (Gerow,Grover,
Thatcher, & Roth, 2014) and continues to be IT management’s top concern (Kappelman et al.,
2017). Despite this, researchers and practitioners still struggle to understand how to create and
sustainIT-businessstrategicalignment(Kappelmanetal.,2017;Preston&Karahanna,2009)which
willbereferredtoasstrategicalignmentthroughoutthispaperandisdefinedas“thedegreeoffit
andintegrationamongbusinessstrategy,ITstrategy,businessinfrastructure,andITinfrastructure”
(Chan&Reich,2007,p.300).Tobetterunderstandstrategicalignment,researchershaveconsidered
multipleantecedentssuchasgovernancestructure,ITinvestments,socialalignment,andstrategy
(Gerowetal.,2014).Ofthese,socialalignmentisconsideredkeytofacilitatingstrategicalignment
(Preston&Karahanna,2009)wheresocialalignmentisdefinedas“thestateinwhichbusinessand
ITexecutiveswithinanorganizationalunitunderstandandarecommittedtothebusinessandIT
mission,objectives,andplans”(Reich&Benbasat,2000p.82)1.Whileresearchshowsapositive
relationshipbetweensocialandstrategicalignment,itisstillunclearhowsocialalignmentimpacts
differentstrategicalignmenttypes(Gerowetal.,2014)orhowsocialalignmentcanbefacilitated
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givenitsmanycomponents(Ullah&Lai,2013).Wediscusstheseresearchopportunitiesandhow
thispapercontributestothisliteraturestreaminthefollowingparagraphs.

Socialalignmentmayimpactdifferentstrategicalignmenttypesinuniqueways(Gerowetal.,
2014).Toexplore thesenuances,organizationsmust first identifywhether theyarepursuing the
alignmentoftheirITandbusinessstrategiesand/ortheirITandbusinessprocesses2.Thealignment
ofbusinessandITstrategiesisreferredtoasintellectualalignment(Chan&Reich,2007;Reich
&Benbasat,1996;2000)andisdefinedas“thedegreetowhichthemission,objectives,andplans
containedinthebusinessstrategyaresharedandsupportedbytheISstrategy”(Chan,Sabherwal,
&Thatcher,2006,p.27).ThealignmentofbusinessandITprocessesisreferredtoasoperational
alignmentandisdefinedas“thelinkbetweenorganizationalinfrastructureandprocessesandI/S
infrastructureandprocesses”(Henderson&Venkatraman,1999,p.476).Whilesomestudieshave
considered social alignment in amodelwith thesedifferent strategic alignment types (e.g.Fink
&Neumann,2009;Tiwana&Konsynski,2010),wecouldnotfindanystudythatconsideredthe
individual impact of social alignment on both strategic alignment types simultaneously. While
individual studies on intellectual and operational alignment may provide evidence for positive
relationshipswithsocialalignment,itisalsoimportanttounderstandtherelativestrengthofsocial
alignmentonthestrategicalignmenttypessincesomestrategicalignmenttypescouldbemorestrongly
affectedbysocialissuesthanothers(Dulipovici&Robey,2013;Gerowetal.,2014).

Powermayalsohaveanimpactonthesocial-strategicalignmentrelationshipbecauseexecutive-
level employees tend to be more involved in strategic decisions which can be unstructured and
ambiguousinnaturesuchthatpower-seekingbehaviorisfrequentlydemonstratedbyexecutiveteam
members(Finkelstein,1992;Jaspersonetal.,2002).Whileanychangesattheexecutivelevelare
difficultduetothesepowerbalances,technologyoffersauniquesetofchallengesinthatITresources
areoftenrestrictedduetolowerITbudgetsanduncertaintyisoftenassociatedwithITsolutionsand
payoffs(Banker,Hu,Pavlou,&Luftman,2011;Pettey&Stevens,2010).Additionally,CIOsusually
donothavetheabilitytocontrolexecutiveteammemberssincetheyaretypicallyequalorsubordinate
membersoftheexecutiveteam(Bankeretal.,2011;Enns,Huff,&Golden,2001).Toensurethe
executiveteam’spowerbalanceisnotadverselyimpactedwhenattemptingtoalignITandbusiness
interests,CIOsmayneedtoconsiderwhichandhowpowerattributesareusedwhenaligningwith
executiveteammembers.Thesepowerattributesincludeleveragingthetypeofskillsandknowledge
theCIOpossesses(expertpower),theCIO’srolewithintheexistingsocialnetwork(prestigepower),
andtheCIO’spositioninthehierarchy(structuralpower)(Bassellier&Benbasat,2004;Day,2007).

Whilethesocial-intellectualalignmentrelationshiphasbeenwell-establishedintheliterature
(Chanetal.,2006;Chen,2010;Gerow,Grover,&Thatcher,2016;Kearns&Lederer,2003;Kearns
&Sabherwal,2006;Lai,Lee,&Hsu,2009;Preston&Karahanna,2009), thesocial-operational
alignmentrelationshiphasreceivednoattentiontoourknowledge.Regardingthepowerattributes,
researchershaveconsideredknowledgeandstructureinmodelswithsocialorstrategicalignment
(Fink&Neumann,2009;Preston&Karahanna,2009;Tiwana&Konsynski,2010)buthavenot
examinedallthepowertypeswithinthesamestudyorasmoderatorsofthesocial-strategicalignment
relationshiptoourknowledge.Takentogether,ourcontributiontothealignmentliteratureistoidentify
howsocialalignmentinfluencesintellectualandoperationalalignmentandhowpowerfacilitates
socialalignment.Thus,wefocusonthefollowingresearchquestion:

Should CIOs leverage their power attributes to enhance the relationship between social alignment 
and intellectual and operational alignment?

Weorganizetheremainderofthispaperasfollows.Inthenextsection,wepresentourresearch
modelanddevelopourhypotheses.We thendescribeour researchmethod.Weconcludewitha
discussionofourresultsincludingkeyfindings,implicationsfortheoryandpractice,andsuggestions
forfutureresearchalongwiththelimitationsofourstudy.
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