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Definition of a sports car: A car that has nothing in it that 
makes it go slower. 

Definition of high-speed IT: An IT organization that’s built like 
a sports car.

Talk to business executives about their IT organizations and 
chances are you’ll hear a tone of disappointment. In their eyes, 
IT is a bottleneck — an obstacle to achieving their goals.
This is less the result of poor IT management in general 
and more about managing IT according to now-obsolete 
assumptions. These assumptions were well-suited to a 
decades-long period of time in which business and IT 
executives converged on an understanding that: 

•	 Business control matters more than IT-driven innovation.
•	 Scalability matters more than flexibility.
•	 Efficiency matters more than effectiveness. 

This is what analysts like to call IT’s “industrial age” — a period 
of time when IT leaders applied mass-production metaphors to 
IT’s organizational dynamics and operating models.

But while efficient mass production certainly continues to 
matter, both in business and IT, it’s now just the ante that lets 

IT into the game. Companies gain competitive advantage 
with continuous innovation, a flexible IT organization and 
a relentless focus on not only adapting to rapidly changing 
marketplaces, but driving marketplace changes.

In short, business executives have changed their focus from 
cost control and scale-based efficiency to speed- and agility-
driven product innovation; customer acquisition and retention; 
and metrics built around business value and effectiveness.
Meanwhile, industrial-age IT deals with databases, data-entry 
screens and pre-programmed reports — and can’t even keep 
up with the demand for those. 

But in today’s increasingly digitized environment, in addition 
to handling this existing load, competitive businesses are 
also facing the complication of millions of new devices that 
connect through new channels, with new business processes 
and ten times more data than before — soon to be a hundred 
or thousand times more.

It’s past time for IT organizations to adapt to this new business 
situation … to transform themselves from industrial-age IT to 
the “high-speed IT” needed for the emerging digital era.
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How high-speed IT is different
Not everything has changed. High-
speed IT inherits the responsibilities of 
industrial-age IT. What’s changed is its 
attitude, perspective, and culture. High-
speed IT differs in:
•	 The company it keeps. Industrial-

age IT is trapped in companies 
whose primary focus is financial 
engineering – companies that care 
most about financial statements 
and investor-oriented metrics. 
High-speed IT, in contrast, is for 
companies focused on selling more 
products to more customers.

•	 What it values. Industrial-age 
IT measured throughput and 
transactions, with an aim to  control 
and reduce costs. High-speed 
IT, in contrast, values value – it 
measures its success in business 
improvement. Its emphasis, that is, is 
on the profitable benefits of applying 
information technology throughout 
the business, with the understanding 
that investment is required to create 
real business value.

•	 Relationships. In industrial-age IT, 
the highest level of organizational 
maturity was reserved for IT that 
was run like an independent 
business — a supplier of systems to 
its internal customers. High-speed 
IT has no interest in being separate. 
It’s an integral part of the enterprise 
ecosystem. Instead of serving  
internal customers, it supports the 
enterprise by collaborating to make 
intentional change happen.

•	 Leadership. Industrial IT does what 
its internal customers ask it to do — 
no more, no less. High-speed IT has 
no internal customers and doesn’t 
wait for requests. It constantly 
monitors industry developments, 
actively looking for new business 
opportunities (should it exploit 
them first) or threats (if adopted by 
competitors instead).

•	 Audacity. Much of what slows IT 
down is considered  best practice 
by most. Abandoning respected 
but now-obsolete approaches to IT 

management will be unnerving and 
controversial — but transformal in 
impact and value. 

Why high-speed IT matters 
Business can’t be fast when delivery of 
supporting IT is slow. That’s obvious 
and inescapable. And, the proposition 
that fast, agile businesses out-compete 
slow, sluggish ones has been repeated 
so often it’s become a truism. But there’s 
more to the need for speed than just 
velocity — much more.

The business case for speed: Observe, 
orient, decide and act
Industrial-age businesses focused 
internally. Many adopted the well-
known PDCA (plan, do, check, act) loop 
or a similar management method for 
ongoing internal process optimization, 
with optimization usually translating to 
reducing defects and incremental costs.
Modern, digital businesses have an 
intense emphasis on competitive 
advantage. They apply a different loop — 
OODA (observe, orient, decide and act).1  
This topic is explored in depth in
our “Winning With Digital  Velocity:  
Slow and Digital just doesn’t work”  
white paper

Two essential points of the OODA 
method are: 
•	 In OODA-driven businesses, strategy 

takes a bolder and more profound 
form than product and service 
improvements. Instead, it helps 
companies find ways to actively  
and decisively disrupt their 
competitors’ plans.

•	 Unlike PDCA, the essential 
tenet of OODA theory isn’t self-
correction through feedback. It’s 
the importance of having faster 
OODA loops than a competitor — 
faster, that is, without diminishing 
excellence in each of the steps.

The result of having faster loops is 
that before a competitor can act, 
the business’s actions change its 
competitor’s situation, effectively 

resetting competitors to the observe 
stage. This forces the competitor to 
either sacrifice efficacy or to bypass the 
process and resort to guessing.

Those with slower OODA loops are thrown 
into chaos by those with faster ones.

The business case for high-speed IT
Our “Winning With Velocity” paper 
also includes an OODA-oriented 
interpretation of Apple’s decision to 
open the iTunes Music Store in 2003. 
While the iTunes Music Store turned 
Apple into a music retailer, in direct 
competition with brick-and-mortar 
retailers that sold music CDs, from the 
iPod perspective it placed other MP3 
player manufacturers at a significant 
disadvantage by offering the convenient, 
track-by-track, legal purchase  of 
downloadable music — a feature they 
couldn’t match.

It was a brilliant competitive gambit 
whose success depended on Apple’s 
IT organization, because in addition to 
the capabilities embedded in the iTunes 
Music Store itself, Apple needed:
•	 Royalty management for music 

provider partners
•	 Storage for millions of music tracks
•	 Secure credit card management  

and processing
•	 The ability to track customer  

music ownership
•	 Consumer-grade customer service
These new (to Apple) business 
capabilities all depended on solid 
supporting applications. Apple’s IT 
organization had to implement and 
integrate them all before opening the 
store. Any missing pieces would have 
been disastrous.

Review the other examples presented 
in “Winning with Digital Velocity” and the 
conclusion is clear: In businesses where 
velocity drives success, IT has to be fast 
enough to never be the bottleneck when 
turning business strategy into action.
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How to speed up an IT organization
With sports cars, speed is a 
multidimensional metric incorporating 
acceleration, maximum speed and stability. 
But at the end of the race, what matters 
is how these elements, together with a 
top-notch driver, beat the other cars to 
the finish line. With IT organizations, speed 
is similarly multidimensional.

First and foremost, speed has two 
independent meanings: reduced cycle 
time or increased throughput. These 
should never be confused as goals but 
frequently are.

Second, cycle time and throughput are 
equally important to both application 
support and IT infrastructure operations 
(and all of their subcomponents).
And third, beyond the techniques 
required to accelerate any specific IT 
service, speed is a matter of culture 

— the behaviors and attitudes that 
collectively constitute “how we do 
things around here.” This means an 
increase in speed, no matter which 
part of IT is affected, goes beyond the 
immediate improvement in velocity to 
promote an overall culture that values 
quickness and is rooted in a shared 
sense of urgency.

There are many different ways to 
achieve this sort of organizational 
transformation. Our approach, based 
on Eliyahu M. Goldratt’s theory of 
constraints, has the virtues of simplicity, 
versatility, and power needed to 
transform organizations.2  The basic 
steps are:
1. Determine bottlenecks. A bottleneck 

is any organizational characteristic 
that reduces an organization’s 
ability to achieve its goals. In the 
case of high-speed IT, anything that 
slows the organization down is a 
bottleneck, including many of the 
so-called best practices developed 
during the industrial age of IT.

 

Examples:
•	 App Dev methodology: Waterfall 

methodologies are still in wide 
use. More often than not they’re 
a bottleneck to quickly releasing 
capabilities to the business.

•	 Change management: In IT’s 
industrial age this was considered 
the best way to ensure no defects 
entered production. But it’s another 
bottleneck to quickly releasing 
capabilities to the business, which 
is one reason DevOps, with its 
continuous microreleases, is gaining 
popularity.

•	 Shadow IT: Industrial IT 
organizations do their best to 
prevent business departments from 
implementing applications. But this 
“shadow IT” greatly increases the 
company’s total IT capacity, and 
therefore its ability to quickly release 
capabilities to the business.

•	 IT governance: Most IT governance 
takes the form of committees that 
meet monthly. Their cadence sets 
the pace — once a month is fast 
enough. Worse … far worse … is the 
purpose of most IT governance: To 
screen out bad ideas, not to foster 
and encourage great ones.

2. Determine root causes. Beneath 
the individual bottlenecks lie their 
root causes. For example, behind 
the four bottlenecks just described 
are two root causes — an IT culture 
of perfectionism and IT leadership 
orientated more toward minimizing 
risk than maximizing opportunity.

3. Choose the highest priority root 
cause.  A typical analysis might 
identify 15 IT organizational 
bottlenecks, with perhaps five 
underlying root causes. Focus on 
the root cause whose reduction or 
elimination will have the quickest 
impact — not the greatest impact. 
The subject is, after all, high-speed IT, 
so speed must be the deciding factor.

Shadow IT versus illuminated 
IT — an illustration
In many businesses, it’s 
common for employees to 
set up a Dropbox account for 
file sharing, especially when 
collaborating on a project with 
non-employee team members.

They do so because they find 
Dropbox easier to use than 
the company standard for file 
sharing (usually SharePoint) and 
because the process of setting 
up an externally accessible 
SharePoint folder is hard to 
follow and time consuming.

Faced with illicit Dropbox use, 
IT’s usual response is to declare 
it a security policy violation, 
shut down the Dropbox folders 
and often to initiate disciplinary 
action as well.

An IT organization that 
supports illuminated IT would 
have already established a 
SharePoint site template that’s 
as easy to use as Dropbox, 
along with a quick and simple 
online form for requesting and 
immediately establishing an 
externally sharable folder tree.
It would not just recognize 
the legitimacy of the need. 
Illuminated IT would have 
anticipated, providing a 
superior solution, thereby 
preventing the risk of a poorly 
secured Dropbox folder with 
no need for enforcement.
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4. Eliminate the selected root cause.    
This is easier said than done. Treat 
the root-cause elimination like any 
other project, with defined tasks, 
responsibilities, deadlines and integrated 
organizational change management.

5. Go back to step three and loop.  
When going back, take note of any 
additional bottlenecks identified 
during step four and, if necessary, 
revise the root-cause analysis.

Speed isn’t all that matters
While a high-speed IT organization is 
essential in the new digital age, speed isn’t 
the only attribute IT organizations have 
to change from the industrial model. The 

three most important are:
•	 The finish line. Industrial IT’s job is 

done when it delivers technology 
that meets design specifications or 
service-level agreements (SLAs).  

•	 High-speed IT is a “solutions 
collaborator.” Its job isn’t done until 
the business achieves its intended 
goals. This means working with every 
part of the business to help design, 
plan and implement technology-
enabled business change. 
Even modern methodologies like 
agile and DevOps will have to adapt 
to this attribute. While they’re a 
key ingredient for most IT speed-

up efforts, they’re still geared to 
the industrial-age IT finish line of 
delivering technology..

•	 Shadow IT becomes illuminated IT. 
Industrial IT’s response to shadow IT is 
to think of it as a risk to be prevented. 
High-speed IT has a different 
view. It doesn’t see it as a high-
risk, renegade activity. High-speed 
IT brings shadow IT into the light. 
It redefines it as an order-of-
magnitude increase in overall IT 
delivery capacity.  
 
Wise IT organizations will encourage, 
support, and guide shadow IT … in a 
word, “illuminate” it.

Innovator’s Dilemma versus Netflix: High-speed versus two-
speed architecture
In his book, “The Innovator’s Dilemma,” Clayton Christensen 
proposed that few disruptive innovations can compete with what 
he termed “sustaining” innovations in a mature enterprise.

His conclusion: Disruptive innovation must be incubated in an 
entirely separate environment. For high-speed IT this suggests 
the need for two separate IT architectures. One is high fidelity — 
conservative, reliable and tightly controlled. The other is designed 
for rapid development and deployment.

Netflix takes the opposite approach. Its entire enterprise is 
designed for speed.

Neither choice is best practice because there is no such thing. 
Each business must choose the practice that fits best.

While the Netflix model has the appeal of apparent simplicity, 
large, established enterprises might find a separate high-speed 
architecture better for getting results and building momentum.

Any business pursuing the two-speed route does face an added 
challenge: Developing mechanisms and practices for moving 
innovations built in the high-speed environment into their high-
fidelity environment once proven successful.

Otherwise, the legacy high-speed architecture will turn into a 
second high-fidelity architecture and the next innovation will 
require a new high-speed architecture.



•	 IT’s job (and possibly name) changes 
to “integration partner.” In the 
modern world, commercial, off-
the-shelf software and software-
as-a-service solutions exist to 
support the most common business 
functions. Business departments can 
implement them with relative ease 
via shadow IT, and without any IT 
involvement at all if they choose to. 
 
What shadow IT can’t do is 
integrate its solutions, either with 
each other or with the company’s 
portfolio of production applications. 
Increasingly, the job of the IT 
organization will no longer be 
application implementation. It will 
be integrating applications and data 

to make a disparate portfolio and 
ecosystem act as a seamless whole 
 
It will, that is, become a different 
organization with a different 
purpose: integration partners. 
Increasingly, IT’s (or the integration 
partner’s) most important 
technology product will be the 
application program interfaces (APIs) 
through which it provides access 
to its applications and information 
portfolio. These APIs enable access 
for IT’s own developers, illuminated 
IT applications and, increasingly, 
for external business partners 
when connecting them to the 
corporation’s capabilities  
is appropriate.

But the responsibilities of IT’s industrial 
age don’t go away. Industrial IT’s most 
important responsibility was providing 
high-fidelity back-end systems — the 
company’s systems of record, whose 
most important characteristic is that 
they deliver trustworthy results, every 
time, at high volumes.

Even the highest speed businesses still 
need these. And while speeding up the 
process of adapting them to changing 
circumstances is a worthwhile goal, it 
can’t be at the expense of avoidable 
errors, especially errors that are visible  
to customers.
 
 

High-speed IT and digital transformation
Digital transformation is rooted in new capabilities driven by supporting technologies — from business intelligence and cloud to the 
Internet of Things (IoT) and mobility, as shown in the table below.

Digital capabilities and supporting technologies

All of these capabilities depend on the business having an IT function capable of operating at product development and marketing 
velocities. Digital transformation depends on high-speed IT supporting agility throughout the business to succeed.

Capability Supporting digital technology

Make better-informed decisions 

Communicate with and empower customers more 
effectively and at their convenience — delivering content in 
the right place, at the right time, on the right device

Ramp up new capabilities more quickly and with less 
unrecoverable investment

Provide more value and sizzle for customers with more 
capable products, while gaining a steady stream of return 
information that sellers and manufacturers can use to make 
their products even more valuable

Allow businesses to use product intelligence and 
connectedness to predict and prevent failures

Understand customers better and learn how to attract new 
ones using market intelligence and customer relationships

Business intelligence and analytics 

Analytics, mobile and social web 
 

Cloud 

Smart products/IoT 
 
 

IoT, integration, analytics and mobile 

Social web integration and analytics
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Conclusion 
Keep an eye on the future
The evolution of high-speed IT doesn’t 
stop at achieving speed or transforming 
a business for the digital age. The social 
web, untethered computing, big data 
schema-on-demand analytics and IoT 
are today’s emerging digital technologies. 
Tomorrow, they’ll be commonplace 
elements of the IT landscape.

In order to continue their success, digital 
enterprises will rely on their high-speed 
IT organizations to keep an eye on the 
future. It will be high-speed IT’s strategic 
leadership that helps ensure new 
technology becomes an opportunity for 

the business, instead of a threat from a 
competitor that figured it out first.
Finally, there’s one, final, powerful 
benefit to be had by taking the high-
speed IT journey: The steps a business 
takes to increase IT speed and agility will 
transform the rest of the enterprise at 
the same time. More than any specific, 
measurable benefit, this may prove to be 
the most important benefit high-speed 
IT contributes to business success.

Dell’s Digital Business Services can  
help you
Dell’s Digital Business Services enables 
digital transformation for customers 
by taking a business first approach. 

Digital Business Services uses robust 
consulting methodology created by 
its Digital Business Consulting Group 
to create digital strategy roadmaps 
for organizations enabling new 
revenue models, exceptional customer 
engagement and superior operational 
excellence. Digital Business Services 
leverages digital technologies of 
Analytics, Mobile, Social Media, Cloud 
and Internet of Things to deliver Digital 
solutions to customers.

1 “Sun Tzu, Maneuver Warfare, Boyd Cycles, Blitzkrieg,” by Curt Sahakian, CEO-Notes Newsletter, http://ceo-notes.us/samplearticle.htm
2 Popularized in “The Goal: A Process of Ongoing Improvement,” by Eliyahu M. Goldratt, 1984

For more information about any of our service offerings, visit Dell.com/digitalbusinessservices or contact a  
Dell representative.
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