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There are an increasing number of articles and opinion pieces 
bemoaning the lack of value accredited to IT. “They (the business) 
just don’t value us enough!” is the general refrain.

The writers go on to point out how dependent their organization 
is on systems, “They couldn’t last a day without our systems!”

They also point to the commotion generated when a system goes 
down or a person’s PC doesn’t work. “See, now they recognize 
how important we are.”

The suggested remedies to this lack of recognition seem to come 
down to the idea of marketing the value IT to the rest of the 
business. The apparent theory is that if they cannot recognize 
IT’s value in the course of their work, they will if we just give 
them a Powerpoint presentation.

I’m sorry, but they won’t. If they don’t value your IT services today, 
they won’t suddenly change their minds after a presentation.
And when was the last time that the Finance or Marketing 
departments ‘marketed’ their value? And, even if they did, would 
a presentation on “How well we’re managing the fixed assets or 
SOX compliance requirements” change your view of their value 
to you? You may see them as more internally efficient than you 
thought, but ... so what?

Value is in the eye of the beholder. To increase perceived value 
you need to increase the delivery of recognized value. That’s the 
only way.

1  The IT Value PyramidTM is a trademark of Project Sponsor Pty 
Ltd and is used under licence.

A Question of Value
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The problem to date has been that IT has put value on areas 
that the business does not. Any improvement in these areas goes 
unnoticed, or at least, unvalued by the business.

The IT Value PyramidTM enables you to understand where and why 
business value is apportioned, however ‘unfair’ this may be.

The IT Value PyramidTM was devised as a communications tool 
between business and IT to allow each side to understand the 
other’s views and values.

The Pyramid divides IT into six main dimensions which have 
differing levels of business-ascribed value. These differences 
in ascribed value begin to explain the disconnect between the 
(understandable) protestations of value by IT and the lack of 
acknowledgement by the business.

It also illustrates the complexity of the CIO role as the six 
dimensions are cumulative - you’ve got to manage all of them 
well to be seen to be delivering significant business value.

But first, two basic truths.

Firstly, many CIOs do not have the knowledge or skills to be capable 
of managing the complexity involved across all dimensions of 
the Pyramid (just as most accountants do not have the skills and 
knowledge to rise to become a top-flight CFO). 

Secondly, many organizations are not capable of coping with 
a six-dimensional CIO! It takes two to tango and the delivery 
of the highly valued dimensions require a mature, information-
oriented business management team.

The IT Value PyramidTM
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IT putting too much value on the wrong dimensions is one reason 
for IT’s perceived lack of recognition; the other is the business’ 
lack of IT understanding.

Some years ago I read through the business plans of 24 business 
units of a multi-national firm. Not one of them mentioned “IT” 
or “systems”. IT was only seen as a commodity, not as a tool to 
improve operations.

About the same time, some of this firm’s customers were 
implementing rudimentary B2B and wanted to electronically 
book forward production capacity. This major multi-national 
could not meet their requests as it still managed the forward 
schedule on 8x5 cards!

This firm was in a doom-loop - its focus on IT was so low that 
the opportunity to deliver value through IT was low, therefore its 
view of IT was low, therefore its focus on IT was low, ...

Seeing the business in IT or information terms, recognizing 
information as a competitive dimension, is a way of thinking 
many business managers just don’t have.

To them a report is a report, not information. The ability to book 
forward production capacity is a transaction, not a two-way 
information flow.

Marketing the value of IT to these business managers is a waste 
of time as your words and pictures will just bounce off their 
mental models (which do not have a ‘slot’ for IT or information 
as a concept).

In this situation you need to change their mental models (not 
‘sell’ the value of IT). You need to start with where they are at, in 
their industry with their existing knowledge, and use stories of 
like firms and industries and how their competitive bases have 
been changed using systems or competing on information.

Just saying, “Think what would happen if we took away all of 
you systems for a week, how would that hurt you?” is heard as 
schoolyard threatening, not as a value proposition.

But portraying how, by providing better information to, say, your 
suppliers, “we” could radically reduce the cost and complexity of 
operations and address some of “our” major problems, just as 
xyz company did with these results ...can work.

The key is to start from their mental model, not yours; but this 
can be very difficult to do.

The importance of changing their mental models and getting the 
business onside is, as you’ll see, that your success depends on 
their cooperation and capability.

The Business’ Lack of Understanding 
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This is the baseline - the reliable delivery of IT products and services 
(otherwise known as “IT operations and support”).

However good you are in the other IT Value PyramidTM dimensions, 
this is your foundation. Get this wrong and all else counts for nought. 
Indeed, in recent years a number of high-flying ‘strategic’ CIOs, who 
have risen up the executive ranks to become heads of shared services, 
COOs or alike, have crashed and burned when some major catastrophe 
occurred in operations.

Getting this dimensions right and keeping it right is the first and basic 
accountability of the CIO and IT department.

As we all know, this is not without its challenges as, for example, 
new technologies emerge to make the technical environment ever 
more complex, new approaches arise that you’re expected to know all 
about.

So, delivering reliable IT products and services takes a lot of time 
and effort. However the business value for this effort and ‘essential 
services’ is zero to negative.

If you do it well and there are no problems, disturbances or outages - 
you’ll receive from the business a total of zero value and recognition! 
Immediately there is a problem, you’ll receive such negative value 
that it can outweigh all of your cumulative positive value in just one 
incident.

Many CIOs and IT players baulk at this ‘zero’ assessment. They still insist, 

“They cannot run the business without us providing these systems so, 
surely, there has to be value in that?”

Well, no. True, the organization may be dependent on its systems for 
its viability and ability to operate, but delivering those IT products and 
services reliably is your job!

No one rushes to the CFO and says, “Congratulations for managing 
the cash flow so that we can pay our bills each week.” Managing the 
cash flow is one dimension of his or her job. An important one for the 
organization (with major public ramifications if they fail) but, again, 
one with zero business value recognition. You don’t get recognized as 
delivering value for doing your job. 2

So, delivering IT products and services is a core role, a critical dimension 
that will never win you any ‘brownie’ points or recognition.

You might not like this fact, but it is true. 

When presented with this statement one of my IT colleagues asked, 
“But, how can we make them value it?” You can’t. Don’t try. Move on 
to where the value really is.

2 Many IT organizations then compound the negative situation by introducing a 
charge-back system to throw the costs back into the business’ faces. Far from 
demonstrating IT’s value, a chargeback system merely increases the visibility of 
IT as a (uncontrollable) cost.

Dimension 1 - Delivery of IT products and services
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This area has received a lot of attention in recent years as CIOs have 
been told to do more with less.

After many years of unparalleled growth in IT funding (Y2K, the dot-
com boom) the funding shutters were firmly shut.

This was a good thing as it forced the industry to take stock of its cost 
base and take action to reduce the underlying costs.

The demand for service delivery, new systems and enhancements did 
not abate, so the CIO had a real challenge.

Most performed well and found ways to reduce IT costs (some of which 

have had lasting cost-saving value). In a half-day workshop with one 
IT department, we challenged them to reduce IT’s costs by 50%. Four 
hours later we had a list of doable tasks that would, we estimated, take 
at least 20% of the costs out within two months.

Improving IT efficiency is not a one-time task, it is on ongoing 
accountability to progressively and continuously reduce the nett cost 
of IT services 3. 

As many a CIO knows who has struggled with making IT more efficient, 
this is not an easy task or one that can be accomplished without 
considerable time and effort.

Yet, the business value ascribed to it is negligible. You might get some 
passing acknowledgement of a job well done, but basically, once again, 
its your job!  Some ascribed value may come if your efficiency efforts 

reduce their IT costs; otherwise, no recognition at all.

Every department is accountable for continuously making itself more 
efficient. This is not a ‘valued’ activity but an expected one. Again, if 
you fail to become more efficient, the ascribed value becomes negative 
and you can lose your job.

So, while improving IT’s efficiency can get some recognition, this is not 
a recognition of IT’s value, but of the management’s ability.

With all of the current focus on ITIL and its implementation, it is 
worth noting that this falls into this dimension. A highly successful 
ITIL implementation will only get ‘some recognition’ or a few ‘brownie’ 

points. That is not to say ‘don’t do it’, but to recognize that ITIL is a 
means for you to perform well and reliability in this and dimension 
one.

An ITIL job well done will not increase IT’s perceived value in the 
business. 

3 This is not to say that the overall costs of IT must always come down, but that 
the costs nett of the business value generated should always be coming down.

Dimension 2 -  Improving IT Efficiency
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The delivery of new systems and enhancements requires the active 
involvement of IT. Along with delivering IT products and services 
(dimension 1), delivering IT applications is a baseline role and 
accountability for IT.

However, it is the beginning of a different stream - solution delivery 
(rather than the IT service delivery stream).

To IT applications delivery IT needs to bring IT technical expertise and, 
because the business often fails in these areas, project management 
and solution delivery skills as well.

The perceived goal is to identify, develop and deliver IT-based solutions 

- for example, a CRM system. The focus is on the IT application and the 
measure of success is its implementation into production.

Obviously, successful implementation of a new system or enhanced 
functionality will increase business performance and, therefore, have 
some business value.

However, the reason IT applications delivery still only delivers limited 
business value is because it has limited business value.

If you look at this dimension from the organization’s point of view, 
most projects go over time, over budget and under deliver in terms of 
business outcomes and expectations. In addition, as pressures increase 
to deliver on time and budget - scope, quality and change management 
are usually sacrificed making delivery of the business outcomes to 
expectation progressively less likely.

So, successful IT applications delivery does not necessarily equate to 
significant business improvement. And, even when it does, delivering 
the savings and other benefits projected, the business’ attitude is, 
“Well, that’s what we set out to do, so what’s the big deal?”

IT applications delivery is another hygiene factor - one with little 
perceived value but one you really have to get right. If successive 
projects fail due to (perceived) IT non-performance, the negative 
impact will out-weigh any positive gains.

The problem for IT is that the business’ lack of project delivery capability 
can trap IT in the ‘applications delivery’ dimension, preventing it from 
delivering greater value (and having its value recognized). This is a 

business, not an IT, driven constraint that many CIOs are experiencing.
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Dimension 3 - Delivering IT Applications
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The IT efficiency dimension (two) is internally focused on the internal 
workings of IT - all you get is the same output at less cost.

This IT performance dimension focuses on the interaction between IT 
and the business, aiming to provide better, faster, cheaper products, 
services and solutions.

The CIO’s focus is now out from IT and towards the organization. Desk-
top refreshes, faster internet connections, secure wireless facilities 
and improved solution delivery techniques can all be seen to deliver 
improved IT performance. 4

The key test for this dimension is that people in the business 

will notice the difference. Improving your release management 
process is not visible in the business. Reducing network 
response time is visible.

Obviously, many of the IT performance initiatives are dependent for 
their success on efficient and effective operational support (dimensions 
one and two). They can also be dependent on effective project delivery 
(dimension three).

This dependence on Dimension Three is important as too many attempts 
at IT performance improvement fail to deliver recognised business 
value. 

For example, many desk top refreshes end up being newer equipment, 
same service and are therefore perceived as an unnecessary cost. The 
opportunity to upgrade the user’s experience (or even train the user in 

a new software release) is often missed. The goal is usually, “X desk tops 
refreshed” instead of, for example, “X staff equipped and effectively 
using new desktop functionality”. A big difference as the former goal 
gets zero brownie points, the latter at least some.

But the perceived business value ascribed in Dimension Four is still 
low. Continuous performance improvement is expected. Especially as 
the media is constantly promoting one technological advance after 
another. Indeed, the business’ expectations will usually exceed reality 
and the ability to deliver. Hence, again, a low ascribed value.

And, from a business perspective, this makes sense. Increasing IT’s 
performance will make things better, faster or cheaper; but this only 

improves the organization’s efficiency and effectiveness, not its market 
performance, which is where it really counts.

4 Network security, firewalls, spam filters, etc., are all back in Dimension 
One - IT products and services provision - where there is only downside 
if things go wrong. Sound familiar?

Dimension 4 - Improving IT’s Performance
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Now we’re beginning to hit the highly valued dimensions.

Drucker says that the purpose of a business is to capture and keep 
(profitable) customers.

Customers pay the bills. How well your organization performs in the 
market determines its success. When IT improves business performance 
its perceived value increases exponentially.

But this is not the same as “IT applications delivery” (dimension three) 
as the goals and measures of success are different. Now, the goals can 
be to increase revenues and margins, or lower customer costs while 
increasing satisfaction.

IT cannot deliver these outcomes alone; these ‘desired business 
outcomes’ have to be delivered by business projects with IT delivery an 
essential enabling element.

And here’s both the catch and the paradox.

The catch is that, to generate these highly valued business outcomes, 
IT needs the informed and mature cooperation, involvement and active 
leadership of the business - ie the business needs to know how to 
lead these types of IT-enabled projects (which, most of the time, it 
doesn’t).

(Where IT leads these organizational transformational projects the 
full business outcomes, and therefore value, are rarely achieved - not 
because of IT’s inadequacies, but because IT doesn’t run the business 
and only those that do can deliver the full outcomes.)

The paradox is that IT’s perceived value increases exponentially as 
it fades into the background more and lets the business lead and 
deliver!5 

So here we have the IT dilemma. To be recognised as delivering 
significant business value requires high organizational project delivery 
capability 6. IT taking the leadership role can only get you so far; the 
rest is dependent on the business.

This also means that IT’s ‘marketing presentations’ should not be 
extolling the virtues of IT and how much value it delivers; but extolling 
the need for the organization to develop its own capability to execute 
change and leverage the power of existing and new technologies. So, 

many IT marketing campaigns to date have been upside down in their 
focus.

It also means that CIOs face their own version of a ‘glass ceiling’ in 
terms of their ability to deliver widely recognised business value - 
unless they can get the business to perform, they are trapped in the 
lower valued dimensions.

5 However, acquiescing to immature, non-competent business 
leadership is a recipe for disaster and, often a short life as a CIO.

6  How business project delivery capability matures is detailed in “Project 
Delivery Capability  - The Next Competitive Battleground” available 
from www.valuedeliverymanagement.com

Dimension 5 - Improving Business Performance
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Improving market performance is the highest valued dimension.

There have been plenty of articles over the years about how IT can 
‘change the game’.

Nick Carr’s “IT doesn’t matter” was seen by most business executives 
as demolishing this claim. (It’s interesting that every executive knows 
about Nick Carr’s article but almost no one has read it.)

Nick was very clever. He talked “IT” but in the footnotes refined his 
definition to, basically, technology only. And, at that level, he is basically 
right. With very few exceptions, the same technology is available to 
everyone and is, therefore, a commodity.

But this argument misses the true opportunity with IT. It’s value is in 
how it is applied and used, not in its availability or purchase. Its value is 
also dependent on the quality of the design, implementation and use.

Two organizations can implement the same software and hardware (IT) 
simultaneously, yet one can generate ten times more financial returns 
than the other. And, thereby generates a sustainable competitive 
edge.

All of the old “IT for competitive advantage” stories revolved around 
unique hardware and software - the American Airlines Sabre system, 
the Hospital Supplies system, etc.

When physical technology was a rarity, these types of end-to-end 
implementations - where they supplied the hardware, the software and 
the services on a turnkey basis - were possible and defendable. 

Those days are gone.

But the opportunities to use IT to ‘change the game’ have not gone; 
they’ve just changed and matured.

This last dimension is where IT is used to change the game, to change 
an industry. This is not likely to be IT operating alone, but as a critical 
part of a business initiative.

What are some examples? One obvious one is Walmart’s logistics 
systems. They have used IT to enable them to change most, if not all, of 
their logistics elements - ordering, routing, replenishment, packaging, 
delivery, and  so on.

Walmart is competing on its “information chain” as much as its physical 
supply chain. There are many more elements to Walmart’s success than 
just the IT element, but the IT element is critical.

Another example is how IT could change banking. Instead of banks 
offering ‘products’ (eg a loan with a range of features and conditions); 
they could offer ‘services’ whereby customers themselves defined their 
own product features. This would allow customers to customize their 
banking to help them manage their lifestyles - what a thought! 

The point is that the opportunity to change the game, increase market 
performance and generate exponential results still exists - and this 
dimension attracts the highest business value recognition for IT.

However, it also requires the full, willing and capable leadership (not 
just involvement) of the business to be successful.

Dimension 6 - Improving market performance
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I’m sure no one in Walmart questions the value of IT. There, the 
pressure is on IT to keep up with the business’ desire to move forward 
and exploit the power of IT.

Neuroscience research says we only use 5% of the capacity of our 
brains. Many organizations are probably only using a similar small 
percentage of their potential IT capabilities results still exists  -  and 
this dimension attracts the highest business value recognition 
for IT 

To break through to the highest valued aspects of IT 

you need to equip the business with the tools and knowledge 

for them to play their part - effective project approval, business 

requirements, governance and benefits management processes, 

and so on - which are all available for you at 

www.valuedeliverymanagement.com



The IT Value Pyramid•	 TM explains why perceptions of IT’s 
value differ so remarkably between IT and the business 
      
It shows that receiving recognition for delivering value •	
through, say business performance improvement, counts 
for nought if the IT products and services or application 
delivery dimensions fail. Each dimension of the pyramid has 
to be managed successfully at all times.    
   
Not all CIOs have the skills and knowledge to graduate to •	
the dimensions of the highest perceived business value - 
just as all accountants do not have the skills and knowledge 
to be market-leading CFOs. 
  •	
In reality, many organizations don’t want a CIO focusing on •	
the highest value dimensions as they (the business) are not 
capable of working with them. So, in many (if not most) 
organizations, the business wants IT to focus on dimensions 
one to four and no more. Attempts by the CIO to become 
more ‘strategic’ are likely to be rebuffed.   
  
IT’s opportunity to deliver significant business value still •	
exists, but is dependent on the business’ capability to lead 
and drive both IT and business change. IT, therefore, has 
its own ‘glass ceiling’ on its ability to deliver the highest 
recognized business value - namely the business’ own 
project delivery capability.  

IT “marketing” presentations need to focus on either telling •	
industry success stories to move business executives’ 
mindsets to see information as a competitive dimension, or 
on the need for the organization’s to develop its project 
delivery capability so as to leverage IT’s potential and 
improve both business and market performance (and, 
therefore, see IT’s real value).    
       
As a CIO you also need to evaluate where your own •	
and your organization’s capabilities are so as to 
determine if your ambitions and goals are compatible. 
Mismatched CIOs don’t last long.   
  
Finally, the Pyramid makes clear that it’s not what you do or •	
how well you do it that determines your perceived (IT) value, 
but in which dimension you do it. And while you focus on 
the higher-value IT dimensions, you need to always ensure 
that none of the basic dimensions bring you undone.

The Implications of the IT Value PyramidTM

Simple Really!


