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Preface
All firms fight for relevance in the marketplace that they compete in. Startups fight to become relevant to acquire
new customers while established firms fight to maintain and grow their market share. Arguably even non-profit
and governmental organizations should also fight to offer more relevant services to the public.
Being relevant requires not only a compelling value proposition, which this book is not about, but also an
organizational capacity to continuously offer one. The latter is an often overlooked and surprisingly difficult to
grasp how to maintain a competitive offering. In the authors’ experience, it is also the main reason why
established firms hit the wall when their markets are disrupted. We will explore this in depth and offer an
academic foundation that also serves as a toolkit for understanding the organizational gaps that a firm may have
in continuously being relevant to its customers.
No firm is immune to sustainability and relevance risk
Sustainability and relevance are at risk for every firm regardless of size and no industry or market is immune. The
landmark 2017 study by Capgemini found that 52% of the Fortune 500 companies were displaced between 2000
and 2014. Research by Innosight in 2018 and academics worldwide demonstrate that this trend will continue.
Not all of this is due to digital disruption as markets have always been disrupted by new technology and by
globalization of supply chains. There are several factors at play, such as changing demographics, changing
regulations, changing attitudes towards energy use, and many more. Disruption is constantly occurring and should
be expected as the norm.
Given all these forces of change, the most effective tools that firms have is their investment in technology, process,
and capability. Technology can be an engine for realizing a strategic vision, but it cannot be effective without the
capabilities and processes necessary to harness it. As an example, having the capability to inform all decision
makers about the current state of corporate health is an essential application of technology. Processes should be
ambidextrous, both rigorous enough to enable operational excellence , as well as to enable rapid experimentation
with new products and services to be tested; that is, fail fast, fail small. Technology alone does not deliver either
capability maturity, or process ambidexterity.
This dilemma of expectation versus reality is the central theme of this book. Technology changes rapidly and not
always predictably, so the dilemma at hand is how to “manage the beast of change” as opposed to being a slave
to its forces.
Predicament on how firms use and view technology as enablers
While technology is important, the challenge lies in continuously being able to apply new technologies that will
make a positive impact. This is not simply a challenge for IT, but for the entire firm. The predicament for large
and small firms that underpins this challenge arises from the continuous forces of change, threats, and
opportunities. Both technology and the paradigms for using it change rapidly, often swinging to-and-fro in
response to the forces of change.
Many firms believe that people are their greatest asset as they traverse these changes, touting innovation as if it
comes out of a box. Yet when it comes to enabling technology, they frequently view their predicament from siloed
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and “in the moment perspectives”. For example, many software or IT services firms tend to view technology from
the silos of “products”, “programmers”, and “operators”.
The irony is that these “objects” are considered fungible. Typical examples of this thinking include: “Products can
be replaced, people offshored, and systems outsourced to a Managed Service Provider.” Yet somehow innovation
is still supposed to come out of that magical box. Yet the intangible core of innovation is a mature, holistic
approach to introducing compound capabilities that integrates technology, skills upgrades, and process re-design
as a response to market needs. This requires a strategic and cultural mindset that cannot be routinely offshored
or forklifted away.
Rather than rise to the challenge of creating the organizational fabric for maintaining relevance, too often
executives abdicate their responsibility by taking a dilettante’s approach to employing the very assets they have
a fiduciary obligation to nurture. They do this because they lack the insight and tools necessary to rise above the
predicament they are immersed in, and it is easier to “just try something” to see how it turns out.
A simple example in security to illustrate this point
Comprehensive security for a distributed service that includes wireless access for mobile workers and customers
is not just a next generation firewall. It must include a broad spectrum of technologies to create a secure, zero
trust border for traffic coming into and out the firm, plus analytic-based intrusion detection.
This not only requires a comprehensive security technology architecture, but also advanced skills training on
technology, polices, and procedures, plus a rethinking of operational processes that maintain security once it has
been achieved, while simultaneously allowing for greater freedom and innovation.
The combination of capabilities to enable a higher value proposition is the key to supporting the safe advancement
of sustainable security innovation. Security is too often considered an afterthought - while in reality it is an enabler
(if done right) because a firm can extend its reach with confidence. Yet a comprehensive security solution can be
trusted only if it can be continuously maintained, and this requires advancement of both processes and people
skills.
Paradigm shift for balancing running and changing the business
All firms need to run their operations cost-effectively to keep the cash flowing so that they can use it to innovate.
Even firms in industries dominated by operational excellence (such as transportation, communications services,
IT services, banking, etc.) still need to evolve their products and services to maintain relevance in the face of
evolving technology, regulations, and market conditions. Examples from the authors’ experience include
automation in transportation, grid-enabled comprehensive computation of risk exposure in financial services,
over-the-top IP delivery of telephony and video in communication services, etc.
Meanwhile, firms in industries dominated by product excellence (such as software products, communication
products, pharmaceuticals, web services, etc.) still need to establish predictable processes for reliable product
delivery and safety. Examples from the authors’ experience include processes for software quality assurance,
distributed configuration control, product reliability engineering, safety engineering, among others.
Hence, all firms must be ambidextrous in operation. Process ambidexterity is a concept originally coined in our
work (see Chapters 1 and 2) that has been subsequently adopted in some form or another by mainstream
consulting firms. This paradigm shift in thinking is timeless regardless of technology changes and respects the fact
that integrating high valued, compound capabilities (technology, skills, and processes) is an existential necessity.

5
Survival strategies for a shifting competitive landscape
In this book, we present a comprehensive framework with associated methods for using process ambidexterity as
the driving mechanism for firms to minimize their sustainability and relevance risks, and flourish as they navigate
through the escalating demands of the business world. We first published this in 2012 through to 2014 in the
Technology Management Review, vetted by an international review board of academics and industry
practitioners. This material was established and refined not simply by research and theory, but also after
successfully and consistently applying it in both large and small firms in the real world.
Although the material is presented in an academic manner to assure its rigour, as thought leaders and
practitioners, we have applied these concepts successfully to address real predicaments within North America’s
largest companies and as well as globally. Industries include Financial Services, Software & Communications
Products, IT & Cloud Services, Transportation, Communications & Media Services, to name a few. Situations and
urgencies ranged across the board, navigating a wide range of climates in businesses, from unprecedented
business-critical threats through to various stages of lifecycle development, transformation, and turnaround.
Our methods have withstood the test of both industry and academia, plus are readily scalable for future advances.
We have established over time that they are repeatable, reliable, and sustainable. In many cases we applied them
to remedy situations where others have failed, or in which firms found themselves in crisis without the internal
capabilities to respond. We’ve delivered every time and exceeded expectations, all tracked by sound data and
measures. Our approach is proven over and over, and we are proud to share it with you!

Sonia Bot, Paul Renaud, Sheppard Narkier
June 2021
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Introduction
All firms recognize the need to innovate while operating the current business model. They run into problems
becasue they can't properly balance the two needs. Typically innovation gets less focus because most firms have
not figured out how to be ambidexterous in their implementation of effective processes. This first edition
presents the process ambidexterity framework from an enterprise-wide perspective and then applies it to the
Information Technology (IT) context since in the digital information age, IT is typically the fountain for innovation.
From there, the various aspects are explored in more detail.
Chapter 1 (Process Ambidexterity in Entrepreneurial Firms) introduces a process-based approach that enables
firms to identify, create, and realize their value reliably, efficiently, effectively, and rapidly. Typically, organizations
impose incorrect process paradigms, such as thinking that innovation processes, which require an “explore and
discover” approach, must follow the same process models as deeply entrenched manufacturing, operational, and
transactional processes. Instead, organizations require an ability to have both industrial-strength, highly
disciplined processes for operational excellence (that run the core business), as well as more flexible, lighterweight processes that enable innovation. This resulting combination is known as process ambidexterity, which is
a firm’s capability for utilizing both process alignment and process adaptability. Implementation of both requires
disciplined, agile, and lean business management. Process ambidexterity and its operational framework serve as
the cornerstone for enabling firms to operate effectively in repeatable, scalable, and systematic ways.
Chapter 2 (Process Ambidexterity for IT Entrepreneurship) shows how process ambidexterity is applied to the IT
function within a firm whose broad mandate is to provide businesses with applications and core infrastructure
resources that enable their firm’s business strategy and execution. Too often IT is viewed as a cost center by the
C-Suite, even though in this digital age IT should be the strategic enabler. One of the reasons for this is an
inability in many IT organizations to balance running the business (supply of IT services) with changing the
business (responding to the demand for new services). Building the trade-offs between demand and supply is
difficult in practice. Establishing the capability of process ambidexterity within the IT function helps achieve this
balance.
Chapter 3 (Enabling Process Alignment for IT Entrepreneurship) focuses on enabling process alignment as one part
of the process ambidexterity equation. Too often IT governance is considered an innovation killer because it
cannot effectively align to changes in demand coming from the firm’s business functions that need to evolve in
response to changes in market forces. The framework for process alignment in IT is useful for understanding how
the processes in Business Demand Management, a core component of the process ambidexterity framework for
IT, relate to those in IT Governance and IT Supply Chain Management. This framework is presented through three
critical perspectives: business (that creates demand for IT), technology (that defines the supply chain for IT), and
governance (that makes the tradeoffs between demand and supply in the face of limited resources).
Chapter 4 (Enabling Process Adaptability in the IT Supply Chain) addresses process adaptability, the other part of
the process ambidexterity equation. IT is the lynchpin to most successful enterpreneurial outcomes, but IT is no
stranger to ossification and "not invented here" is almost a mantra in most IT cultures. Process adaptability affects
the extent to which the fulfillment strategy for the IT Supply Chain is responsive and flexible to meet the changing
needs of the firm and enables the IT function to behave as an entrepreneurial entity.
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Chapter 5 (Enabling Sustainable Improvement in IT Entrepreneurship) defines IT capabilities and presents a
framework that senior IT executives can reliably use to improve the IT function’s responsiveness to changes in
business demand. Executive sponsorship is the key to successful transformation, yet many executives lack the
tools to understand the capability gaps necessary to assure successful transformations. This framework outlines
the capability domains that will need to evolve, while providing a means to introduce changes, ensure
implementation, and measure success.
Chapter 6 (Using a Capability Perspective to Sustain IT Improvements) delves deeper to reveal that IT capability
improvement is not only essential for the IT organization’s relevance to the firm, but is only predictably achievable
through the deliberate phased evolution of clearly-defined technical, skill, and process capabilities.
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Afterward
We trust that you found the observations and insights, along with the strategic and tactical recommendations, to
be useful and transcendent across both time and industries. Two natural questions that are likely to arise after
reading this book are: Why bundle this content now, after all these years? What else is next?
Why now?
What we saw leading up to the 2012-2014 period, when we published our articles, was the beginning of sea
change across the myriad firms we engaged with. Most firms were wholly unprepared to adopt a culture of
continuous change while still achieving their operational and/or revenue and profitability goals. The exponential
acceleration of change, much due to disruptive technology, heightened the urgency to adapt or die. Responding
to waves of change became table stakes for remaining relevant in the eyes of their customers, clients, and partners
– hence, fundamental to survivability.
So why do we focus on relevance, and what does that mean for any firm, whether public, private, nongovernmental organization, or government agency? Relevance exists in context. Relevance in a shifting
competitive landscape means having a firm’s brand perceived as trusted, worthy, and aligned to what a firm’s
clients and customers need. Relevance requires maintaining that perception consistently in the minds of those
who use the firm’s products and services; even though those needs might be changing faster than a normal
strategic plan might envision.
This reality exists, even if a firm responds to it or not. What makes the situation more urgent is that the nature of
a firm’s clients’ and customers’ needs will change even more rapidly at a time of disruption as both they and the
firm’s competitors respond to the opportunities created by new technologies.
But maintaining relevance is hard because it requires being adaptable, plus being able to implement change
rapidly and predictably. Adaptability is the essence of relevance. The bottom line is that the nature of that change
is unpredictable, but the need to adapt to change will only accelerate.
The only sustainable advantage is a culture of excellence and learning. So, if change is inevitable, constant, and
disruptive, how can any firm remain relevant? In the wake constant technological change, an open culture not
only matters, but it might also be the most sustainable advantage of all.
Culture is learned behavior in an organization that results in a shared set of beliefs, values, attitudes, and
approaches to human interaction and problem solving. A healthy culture positions the organization to grow and
adapt to a changing world; the alternative is the death of that firm. Culture is best situated to evolve if there are
values and behavioral models in place that enable the organization to expand behavior, extend learning, and
channel choice. The organization that will consider such a culture as a bedrock of sustainability will have the best
chance of embracing an ambidextrous process mindset to consider agility as part of its DNA.
Successful transitions require most firms to raise their ability to govern change and manage risk. Being able to
implement change successfully, rapidly, and within budget requires most firms to step up their game in how well
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they manage initiatives that cross internal organizational boundaries, along with how they report on and
effectively manage the many risks that are inherent in doing new things.
Risk management is not a new concept, yet in the authors’ experiences, very few firms actually do it well. The
adage that “you don’t know what you don’t know” is the biggest cause of failure when implementing new things.
Yet it is not enough to expose and document risks just to watch them occur. In practice proactive risk management
is hard to do and is one of the overlooked success factors in ensuring that transformation projects succeed.
What else is next?
Over the course of our careers, we have been engaged in a variety of industries that faced the traditional
challenges of balancing “run the org” with “change the org”. Throughout this time the importance of Information
Technology in enabling firms to remain relevant has increased. More recently, cloud adoption has displaced
traditional on-site infrastructure (for example, IaaS, PaaS), as well as “run the org” services (for example, SaaS), as
the cost-economies and flexibility of cloud computing are now compelling.
This puts a lot of pressure on all aspects of organizations to align processes, augment skills, and integrate
technology just to prevent basic obsolescence. This pressure is the tip of the iceberg, not to mention the ensuing
“gold rush” phenomena. For example, the significance of the data maturity cycle has become evident in day-today operations. A data maturity cycle recognizes the evolution of data into information, knowledge, insights and
eventually wisdom. To be relevant, this data maturity cycle must deliver insights in real time.
The unintended consequences of acting in silos, disregarding the impact of addressing only a technology upgrade
or only a processes change can cause a cascade of negative unintended operational consequences that do damage
to the brand. A siloed approach to security for mobile applications is a classic example of not thinking through
how extending reach via mobile apps without thinking through the entire security vulnerabilities can cause a major
breach. Similarly, in safety-critical environments, a siloed approach to system safety that does not integrate into
the broader context of end-to-end safety that includes operational practices and post-incident response is
destined to fail.
Deciding that change is too risky will allow aggressive disruptors to enter a firm’s market, encroaching what had
been previously thought of as an unassailable moat, turning that firm’s advantages into disadvantages, such as:








When an inventory superiority becomes a liability – A classic example of this is how Netflix turned all of
Blockbuster’s “advantages” (for example, extensive retail store presence with VCR tapes and DVDs) into
an operational boat anchor, especially after Netflix offered streaming services.
When firms lose the advantage of their exclusive access to customers – Streaming over-the-top services
from Amazon, Disney, Apple, Crave, etc. have challenged cable and TV network distribution markets. In
addition to competing directly via over-the-top subscriptions, these entertainment creators can reduce or
stop content that they own from being distributed through cable and TV networks, negatively affecting
revenue for traditional carriers. This drastically changes the game for carriers.
When entrenched infrastructure is bypassed – Ubiquitous wireless mobility made the entire telco wired
voice market obsolete. When automated transportation can enable trucking to attract previously lockedin rail customers.
When lower-cost agile competitors bypass large bureaucracies – Small lending platforms are able to offer
significantly better rates than traditional banks in North America through their “touchless” loan approval
capability based entirely on self-service, a competitive threat to the traditional service providers as they
shun or struggle to deal with their own bloat and lack of customer care. E-commerce shopping platforms
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can avoid high-cost bricks-and-mortar investment in industries as diverse as pet supplies, pharmaceutical
dispensing, book sales, etc.
Analytics define the future; however, the lack of a data/information discipline is only the tip of the iceberg as
entire organizational structures inside firms grapple with how to integrate the totality of machine learning. This
integration inevitably affects all aspects of the business from sales forecasting to operational optimization,
including integration of two long-separated silos, Operational Technology (OT), (such as safety, logistics, factory
floor, field operations, and inventory) and Information Technology (IT) (such as transaction processing,
operational reporting, and analytics). The new realities of a globally aware, real time, agile company and workforce
demand this integration.
We see analytics as the true enabler of the Internet of Things (IoT) because most IoT applications require the
autonomic management and coordination of thousands of discrete processing elements. Effective management
of IoT without analytics inevitably hits a wall in scalability.
These are all topics that we look forward to elaborating in more detail in the future!

Sonia Bot, Paul Renaud, Sheppard Narkier
June 2021
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