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By Hugh Patrick


How do successful firms use information technology and what can be learned from them? In Information Technology Strategies Bill Rapp has distilled the practices and strategies of successful IT users into a book that is of value to corporate executives, entrepreneurs, and academics. The distillation is presented as a rigorous conceptual framework for evaluating and implementing IT strategies. That conceptual material is drawn from, and illustrated by, case studies of leading IT users in a variety of industries. 


IT Strategies is the product of the Software to Achieve Competitive Advantage Project, a study of how firms in the United States, Europe, and Japan make use of information technology. Supported by the Alfred P Sloan Foundation and Columbia University’s Center on Japanese Economy and Business, that research grew out of a study of the Japanese software industry undertaken by Bill in the early 1990s.


Case studies of 18 firms from around the world identified in consultation with the various Sloan industry centers and others as leading, successful IT users were prepared. Bill then analyzed the cases for commonalties, especially ones that are applicable and transferable out of a firm-specific context.


The framework presented here, combined with other insights from the case studies, provides a sharper understanding of IT strategies that work and actually shape the marketplace. Thus armed, the reader will be better able to use IT to improve competitiveness on a sustainable basis. Readers will find broadly applicable insights into what leading firms in Japan, Europe and the United States are doing, with the points illustrated and elaborated by case studies for a number of industries.  Automobiles, finance, pharmaceuticals, retailing, semiconductors, steel, and telecommunications are covered.


In the 1970s and 1980s Japan's economic prowess and management styles were over-lionized. Bill's analysis shows that many may now be underestimating the skill and expertise of some of Japan's leading firms in using IT to strengthen their competitiveness in key industries.


Bill is especially qualified to have undertaken this project. He finished graduate school – and promptly plunged into the unhallowed halls of the "real world".  Over the next three decades he worked in consulting (Boston Consulting Group), banking (Morgan Guaranty Trust and Bank of America), and as counselor of commercial affairs at the US embassy in Tokyo. But he also remained on the academic scene, participating in seminars and conferences. He has been, in the words of an associate, "a breath of fresh air, or a blast of cold air, to his business and academic colleagues as he shuttled ideas and experiences between the two groups".

Hugh Patrick is Director of the Center for Japanese Economy and Business, and RD Calkins Professor of International Business in the Columbia Business School.

