Why Read This Book?


The firms featured in this book are changing the competitive dynamics of their industries, the way their customers see their products and services, their supplier relations, and many aspects of our lives. They are achieving strategic goals and profitability superior to their rivals. Explaining how they are managing and using information technology to attain these results is the foundation of this book.


The case studies are of interest in their own right, but of more immediate importance to executives and entrepreneurs — and hence the ultimate purpose of the book — is drawing from the practices of these leading IT users an understanding of how to use information technology strategically.


Information technology offers unique opportunities, but it also poses risks. When used ineffectively – with insufficient attention to training, quality, or systems and organizational integration – software can confound seemingly routine operations. The “bleeding edge” that symbolizes the forefront of technological change thus has been joined by a “bleeding tail” of strategic stumblers — with many of the failed dot-coms demonstrating a firm easily can be both.


In contrast, the firms successfully directing the transformation recognize that a viable business strategy is a necessary condition for an effective IT strategy. This is unremarkable. What is notable is that the IT strategies the companies are pursuing have evolved from existing cultures and organizational structures, and build on doing better what the firm already does well (their “core competencies” in 1990s jargon).


By deriving broadly applicable insights into the strategic use of IT from what leading firms in Japan, Europe, and the United States are doing, and using the case studies to illustrate and elaborate the points, this book provides the reader the strategic tools for gaining an edge in the competitive environment of the 21st century.


Consider: it is 2010. You have arrived at the local 7-Eleven to begin a vacation – with an extra day because you will be able to work in the car for several hours enroute. A rented an ultra-low-emission Toyota van is waiting but, to give the family maximum traveling room, the night before you brought some bulkier items to the store to be sent ahead by a package delivery service. Although not noticeable, the van's exterior paint and steel were bonded together at the steel mill, reducing potential scraping and chipping damage.


The clerk processes the rental with your on-line bank account at 7-Eleven while you use another terminal to check your Citibank balance, pay some last-minute bills, and place some stock trades. It is the same terminal used to reserve the car the week before. You note an alert for a new financial product as well as a stock purchase recommendation. The kids have been picking out the latest video games to play in the van from a console that loads the games directly from a central computer onto a Sony CD-ROM supplied by the store. Alerted by the computer, the clerk reminds you of Merck drug prescriptions that will run out during your trip.


Now in the van, pressing a few buttons displays a video screen of the best route, based on the latest traffic and weather reports. It also gives the coordinates and access code for the traffic control system that will drive the van for most of the trip on an expressway that uses Toyota's new Intelligent Transportation System. Because you only have to drive to and from the access ramps, you will be able to work on the way, using the on-board computer, fax, and global telecom connections. The only distraction will be the children playing in the back, mitigated by the sound system's use of headsets. After answering your Nokia cell phone – a call from Citibank that your trades were executed – you are off, covered by travel insurance provided on-line by Travelers as part of the rental package.


This is not science fiction. Versions of these systems are in place or have been announced for completion by the end of the decade. Further, the way businesses deal with each other are being changed by information technology at least as fundamentally as for consumers, as the case studies show.

