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Abstract

In today’s fast-paced business environment, IT Operating Models (ITOMs), invisible frameworks that
define how the IT function works, are emerging as a critical, overlooked factor in determining an
organization’s ability to innovate and compete. Organizations struggle to unlock strategic value due to
misalignments in their ITOMs. The business-IT alignment literature demonstrates that strategic fit
enhances performance but offers limited guidance on how alignment is operationalized in practice.
Against this backdrop, this study presents a multi-layer ITOM taxonomy including 16 dimensions and
60 characteristics. Developed through interviews with C-level executives, our taxonomy reveals how
organizations structure their IT and translates strategic alignment into operational reality. Our analysis
identifies two archetypes: tech-forward organizations, where IT serves as a strategic driver for
innovation, and less tech-forward, where IT remains a support function. The research advances
theoretical understanding of ITOM design and offers practical guidance for CIOs aiming to harness the
potential of IT.
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1 Introduction

Despite significant investments in strategic planning, organizations sometimes realize only about 60%
of their strategy's potential value (Mankins & Steele, 2005). Recently, even high-performing companies
face a 30 % gap between their strategy’s potential and what is delivered, due to shortcomings in their
operating models (McKinsey, 2025; 2021). While multiple factors contribute to the strategy-to-
execution gap (Reynolds & Lewis, 2017), the operating model takes center front. The operating model
provides organizational blueprint that defines how work gets done and has emerged as a critical yet
often overlooked element of successful strategy execution (Nadler & Tushman, 1997; Suleman et al.,
2025). This challenge is particularly acute for the IT function. The increasing strategic value of
technology and the pace of innovation compel organizations to reconsider how they structure and
operate their IT capabilities. As “software eats the world” (Andreessen, 2011), and gaining strategic
importance (Alt et al., 2020), most modern organizations, independent of industry, rely on digital
infrastructures, enterprise platforms, cloud services, and more recently Artificial Intelligence (Al) to
remain competitive (Voelpel et al., 2005; Chatterjee et al., 2021). While organization differs on the
strategic importance of IT, these technologies permeate all business functions, creating both new
opportunities and new operative demands. IT operating models (ITOM) are not limited to technology-
first businesses. Any organization with IT functions relies on an ITOM to structure, govern, and operate
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its digital resources. This makes ITOM a foundational mechanism for leveraging strategic relevant
technologies for business value (Ross et al., 2006).

The importance of aligning IT with business strategy is well established in the IS literature. Research
on business-IT alignment has consistently demonstrated that the congruence between business and IT
strategy is a significant predictor of organizational performance (Henderson & Venkatraman, 1990;
Chan et al., 1997; Coltman et al., 2015). However, while the alignment literature provides evidence for
the importance of strategic fit, it offers limited guidance on how alignment is operationalized through
the concrete organizational structures, governance mechanisms, processes, and capabilities that
constitute the ITOM. Understanding how ITOMs are designed and configured is therefore essential for
closing the gap between alignment as a strategic concept and alignment as an organizational reality.

Yet despite their prevalence in practice (e.g., McKinsey, 2025; Accenture, 2025; Gartner, 2024), ITOMs
have remained an understudied phenomenon in IS and management research (Suleman et al., 2025).
While studying operating model dimensions has been subject of IS studies, such as IT governance (e.g.,
Alkhaldi et al., 2017) or IT strategy (e.g., Curry & Donnellan, 2014; Rathnam et al., 2005), studying
these ITOM dimensions in isolation is increasingly insufficient for designing strategically aligned
ITOM. As technologies become more complex, pervasive, and impactful (Brynjolfsson et al., 2025),
alignment across the full set of ITOM dimensions becomes more important.

Organizations pursue ITOM development for a variety of reasons, including enhancing innovation,
achieving operational excellence, strengthening customer focus, modernizing outdated IT systems,
deepening integration between business and IT, and improving cross-functional responsiveness and
delivery (Paré et al., 2020; Reynolds & Yetton, 2015). While professional service firms continuously
develop and deploy ITOM frameworks in practice, academia still lacks an equivalent, theoretically
grounded and integrative conceptual foundation. Thus, our research goal is to develop a state-of-the-art
taxonomy on ITOM, grounded in literature and informed by practitioner frameworks (Nickerson et al.,
2013), iterated and validated by 22 C-level executives. Our research is guided by following research
question: RQ1: What are the dimensions and characteristics of a state-of-the-art IT operating model?

The paper concludes with two emerging archetypes: one in which organizations position IT as a strategic
success factor, and another in which IT is primarily viewed as an enabler illustrating how the taxonomy
captures systematic variation in ITOM design across organizations.

2 Related Work

21 Business-IT-Alignment

The alignment between business strategies and IT is crucial for achieving competitive advantage and
enhancing organizational performance (Luftman et al., 2006; Matt et al., 2015). Research in this domain
distinguishes between two dimensions: the intellectual dimension, referring to a high-quality and
coherent set of interrelated business and IT plans, and the social dimension, describing the extent to
which business and IT executives understand and are committed to the mission, objectives, and plans of
both domains (Reich & Benbasat, 2000). Establishing strong alignment between these domains is
consistently reported as one of the primary concerns of Information Systems (IS) managers (Reich &
Benbasat, 2000). A foundational framework for structuring this alignment is the Strategic Alignment
Model by Henderson and Venkatraman (1990), which is based on four key domains of strategic choice:
business strategy, organizational infrastructure and processes, IT strategy, and IT infrastructure and
processes. Alignment is understood as the degree of fit and integration among these domains, addressing
a common organizational failure to simultaneously reconcile external business requirements with
internal transformation enabled by IT capabilities (Henderson & Venkatraman, 1990). Empirical work
by Chan et al. (1997) supports this perspective, demonstrating that the congruence between realized
business and IS strategic orientations is a stronger predictor of both IS effectiveness and business
performance than either orientation alone. After twenty-five years of research, Coltman et al. (2015)
observe that alignment remains a persistent CIO priority, yet its conceptualization continues to evolve
from planned to realized strategies, from firm-level to process-level analysis, and increasingly toward
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recognizing the bidirectional relationship between business and IT. In summary, the literature
conceptualizes Business-IT-Alignment as a multidimensional construct encompassing both formal
structures and social aspects, rather than as a one-time state (Reich & Benbasat, 2000; Henderson &
Venkatraman, 1990). This sustained prioritization underscores the importance of a solid conceptual
understanding (Luftman et al., 2006) and establishes the relevance of the IT operating model as a vehicle
for translating strategic fit into concrete organizational structures and governance mechanisms.

2.2 IT Operating Model

The earliest scholarly reference to an operating model can be traced back to Alfred Chandler’s seminal
work, "Strategy and Structure: Chapters in the History of the Industrial Enterprise." Chandler’s study
systematically established and empirically validated the proposition that organizational structure follows
strategy, laying the groundwork for understanding how managerial systems adapt to strategic
imperatives (Chandler, 1990). In 1996, Reck and Reck stated “an operating model is the business system
that effectively and efficiently delivers a company’s value proposition to its customers”. Ross (2005)
later expanded this idea, explaining that such business systems combine business and technology
processes, with value created through integration and standardization. Building on this, Thorogood et
al. (2012) broadened the concept to include not just processes but also the structure of IT organizations
and the processes that deliver IT services. In simple terms, an operating model turns strategy into action,
it defines how value is created from IT and highlights the CIO’s role in organizing IT and connecting it
with business goals to develop shared solutions (Mishra & Bharathi, 2023). Because digital
transformation demands changes across the entire organization, the ITOM serves as its foundation. It
outlines the key IT and business capabilities needed to shift work practices, redesign processes, and
adopt new technologies, all steps in becoming a digital business (Zimmermann et al., 2021; Wessel et
al., 2021).

Definitions and components included within the ITOM vary, with different researchers emphasizing
different aspects. Ross (2005) focuses on how ITOM integrates and standardized business processes
through digital technology, treating it primarily as a mechanism for aligning IT with business needs.
Thorogood et al. (2012) takes a more structural view, describing ITOM as the combination of processes,
organizational structures, and technology that forms the foundation of IT operations. This variety of
definitions reflects the fact that ITOM is inherently multi-dimensional, serving simultaneously as an
organizational structure, a strategic tool, and a management framework that enables CIOs to articulate
the way of working within IT and coordinate with business stakeholders. ITOM plays a crucial role for
the CIO and is at the core of a CIO’s responsibilities. It defines how the IT department is organized and
clarify roles, responsibilities, and processes. Additionally, it acts as a key communication tool, ensuring
that IT strategies align closely with business objectives and fostering collaboration across the
organization (Thorogood et al., 2012).

The ITOM components can be grouped into five categories that together form the structural foundation
of the ITOM (Suleman et al., 2025): Management and Control, Organization and Culture, Stakeholder
Management, Technical, and Financial. The core characteristics comprise elements such as
organizational culture, IT and business processes, data, technologies, and skills and competences
(Suleman et al., 2025). Together, these categories form the foundation for how IT functions are
structured and governed within the organization. Building on these categories, consulting and research
perspectives have identified recurring dimensions such as governance and funding, processes,
organization structure, people and capabilities, culture, and performance (Mishra & Bharathi, 2023).
These dimensions highlight that the ITOM is not a fixed design but a set of interdependent building
blocks that collectively determine how technology and business functions are organized.

In the context of our study, we define an ITOM as a combination of organizational structure, people,
processes and technology that comprehensively covers the IT function and operationalizes the IT
strategy. In essence, it is how the IT organization is set up to serve its users and create value.

CIOs and IT executives are facing constant pressure to optimize their ITOM to fit the ever-changing
business models of their users. Current IS research offers limited guidance on how organizations should
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develop and adapt ITOMs. While there is extensive literature on individual components (e.g., strategy,
IT architecture) comprehensive research on ITOM as an integrated framework remains sparse
(Thorogood et al., 2012). This gap highlights the need for more holistic studies to support organizations
in designing and evolving their ITOM effectively.

3 Research Method

To compile ITOM elements and characteristics from the academic and practitioner literature, we first
developed and afterwards evaluated a taxonomy over seven iterations. This is based on the taxonomy
development process from Nickerson et al. 2013 and considering the updated version from Kundisch et
al. 2021. Taxonomies help to classify objects based on similarities and differences. It enables researchers
and practitioners to describe, understand and analyse the interested phenomena in a deeper way
(Nickerson et al., 2013). A taxonomy allows one to conceptualize a phenomenon of interest and serves
as a theory for analysing (Kundisch et al., 2021). In IS research, the taxonomy development method
introduced by Nickerson et al. (2013) serves as a widely adopted foundational framework. Kundisch et
al. (2021) further refined this approach by adding structured guidance between steps and integrating
additional evaluation phases. In the following we illustrate the taxonomy development approach and its
application in our study.

Identify problem and motivate: In the first step, we specified the observed phenomenon as the ITOM.
As previously described, the operating model defines the value proposition of the IT, creates an interface
with business to develop joint solutions for their strategic objectives, determines how value is realized
from IT and emphasizes the CIO role in organizing the IT function (Mishra & Bharathi, 2023). In step
(2), we fleshed out the target user group as CIOs and researchers. We chose CIOs as they are in charge
of strategic deliberations on the ITOM in incumbent firms (i.e., the definition of the IT strategy,
structures, people, etc.). CIOs and their respective executives will use the taxonomy to build or refine
an ITOM, which is why we see those as the main target group of this study. Moreover, we chose
researchers as target users because we felt a strong obligation to encourage a more nuanced discussion
on the ITOM in the scientific literature. In step (3), we specified the intended purpose as a guideline and
shared understanding of which components an ITOM exists and what the design space of the ITOM
entails. Thus, for CIOs, the taxonomy should allow to give guidance and to build the ITOM or to classify
and adapt the existing one. Accordingly, for researchers, the taxonomy should allow to describe the
design of an ITOM in general and to give a nuanced understanding of the components or to analyse the
design of an ITOM across multiple real-world instances.

Define objectives of a solution: In step (4), we defined the meta-characteristic of the taxonomy in line
with the research question. In step (5), we choose a set of objective and subjective ending conditions
according to Nickerson et al. (2013), which we checked after each iteration to claim the formal
correctness of the process. Concerning the objective ending conditions of the taxonomy development
process, we opted for three (Nickerson et al., 2013): every dimension is unique and not repeated; every
characteristic is unique in its dimension; no new dimensions or characteristics were added in the last
iteration. These were chosen to ensure uniqueness and stability within the taxonomy structure. By
specifying that each dimension must be unique and nonrepetitive, we wanted to maintain a clear
conceptual distinction between the different aspects of the taxonomy. Ensuring that each characteristic
is unique within its dimension further reinforces this by preventing overlap within the dimensions.
Finally, the condition that no new dimensions or characteristics were added in the last iteration indicates
the taxonomy’s maturity, suggesting that it has reached a point of sufficient depth. Regarding the
subjective ending conditions of the taxonomy development process, we followed Nickerson et al.’s
(2013) recommendation and opted for understandable, concise and extendible as these characteristics
form the necessary conditions for a taxonomy to be useful by providing a strong foundation for
descriptive evaluations.

Design and development: For (6) to (10), we iteratively performed either a C2E (Conceptual-to-
empirical) or an E2C (Empirical-to-conceptual) approach (Nickerson et al., 2013). We opted for an E2C
(empirical-to-conceptual) iteration as the starting point of taxonomy development. While we initially
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reviewed the literature on ITOM, owing to limited conceptual knowledge and very few approaches that
specifically address components and structures for ITOM, we followed Nickerson et al.’s (2013)
recommendation to start with an E2C iteration. E2C iterations are characterized by starting with
empirical evidence, identifying patterns, and abstracting them into broader concepts, hence creating a
conceptual understanding based on real world objects. An overview of all taxonomy development

iterations can be found in Table 1.

Iteration | C2E/ | Major activities Major changes Basis Structure
E2C

1 E2C | Practitioner Development of initial 19 whitepapers | 14 layer, 19
Whitepaper analysis | taxonomy dimensions, 34

characteristics

2 E2C | Semi-structured Addition of further 8 interviews 11 layer, 21
interviews with CIO | dimensions, (each lasting dimensions, 47
and IT-Leaders (see | Identification of on average 45 | characteristics
Table 2 for details) characteristics minutes)

3 C2E | Review of scientific | Merging of layers, 49 articles 8 layer, 24
literature Adding of dimensions, 63

characteristics characteristics

4 C2E | Semi-structured Validation of layers and | 18 interviews 5 layer, 18
interviews with CIO | dimensions, Adding of | (each lasting dimensions, 68
and IT-Leaders (see | characteristics on average 45 | characteristics
Table 2 for details) minutes)

5 E2C | Semi-structured Evaluation and added 9 interviews 5 layer, 18
interviews with CIO | guiding questions for (each lasting dimensions, 68
and IT-Leaders (see | improved clarity on average 30 | characteristics
Table 2 for details) minutes)

6 C2E | Systematic review Refinement of MECE Systematic 5 layer, 16
of dimension properties, adjustment review against | dimensions, 60
exclusivity and of characteristics/ MECE criteria, | characteristics
characteristic dimensions, document- | informed by
boundaries ation of non-exclusivity | re-analysis of

justifications interview data

7 E2C | Semi-structured Validation of revised 4 interviews 5 layer, 16
interviews with CIO | structure and termino- (each lasting dimensions, 60
and IT-Leaders (see | logy; finalization of on average 40 | characteristics
Table 2 for details) | taxonomy minutes)

Table 1. Overview of iterations.

For the first set of dimensions and characteristics in iteration 1 (E2C), we drew on knowledge from
whitepapers published by (management) consulting firms that define ITOM frameworks, which we
supplemented with insights from industry analysts such as Gartner as well by organizations that have
documented their ITOMs. We examined these sources across different industries and countries, taking
the perspective of CIOs as our primary user group. We analyzed the structure and characteristics of
ITOMs, with particular attention to changes driven by digital technologies to have an up-to-date version.
By analyzing these whitepapers, we identified the dimensions relevant to consider when defining an
ITOM. However, the results were very high-level with less depth, making it difficult to derive specific
characteristics. While the whitepapers mentioned many dimensions, they rarely provided detailed
explanations of their underlying characteristics. With the first version of our taxonomy, we assessed the
objective ending conditions of our taxonomy development. Since new dimensions and characteristics
were added in this iteration, we continued our taxonomy development.

In iteration 2 (E2C), we continued with another E2C iteration to gain empirical insights into actual
ITOM implementations after developing a first meaningful set of dimensions which serve as a basis for
interviews. We conducted a first round of semi-structured interviews with CIOs and IT-executives to
understand how they defined and structured their ITOM. The participating organisations represented
various industries. We conducted 8 semi-structured interviews (Myers & Newman, 2007). Table 2
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provides an overview of our interview partners. We opted for purposive sampling (Etikan, 2016) of
CIOs and IT executives in our professional networks, choosing organisations that reflect various
industries and ITOM adoption levels to capture the diverse range of available ITOM implementations.
This approach ensured comprehensive and in-depth observation of ITOM setups in organisations. We
developed a questionnaire based on version 1 of our taxonomy. On average, each interview lasted around
45 minutes. All interviews were conducted online via Microsoft Teams. Following Myers and Newman
(2007), we started each interview by outlining our research topic and objective. We then followed our
questionnaire, asking the interviewees about their current ITOM, the involved components, and the
evaluation steps. After all 8 interviews, we used selective coding (Wolfswinkel et al., 2013) to aggregate
our findings at the levels of characteristics and dimensions. We then discussed our findings and
compared them to our initial taxonomy version. After this iteration, we added two new dimensions and
clustered the identified layers, reducing three layers. Moreover, the interviews helped us identify
additional characteristics. As we repeatedly found similar themes and no new conceptual categories
emerged from the interview data after a certain point indicating theoretical saturation (Corbin and
Strauss 2008), we pursued a C2E (conceptual-to-empirical) iteration. In C2E iterations, concepts are
proposed without examining actual objects but using existing scientific foundations and personal
experiences. Afterwards, the proposed concepts are applied to real-world observations to assess their
appropriateness.

Involved in
ID | Industry Role IT Company | Iterat | Iterat | Iterat | Eval | Iterati
experie | size ionl |ion2 |ion3 | uatio | on7/
nce (rounded) / / n Eval.
(years, Eval. | Eval. | surve | 3
rounde 1 2 y
d)
11 Manufacturing CIO 20 60.000 X X X X
12 Telecommunicati | Senior 30 25.000 X
ons Program
Manager IT
3 Banking Head of 20 2.000 X X
Business
Operations
14 Insurance CIO 35 5.000 X X X X
15 Manufacturing CIO 20 10.000 X X X
16 Banking CIO 10 3.000 X X X X
17 Telecommunicati | Head of 15 25.000 X
ons Development
18 Manufacturing CIO 35 20.000 X X X
19 Telecommunicati | Digital Transf. | 10 25.000 X
ons Manager
110 | Insurance Head of 25 5.000 X X
Digital
Products
I11 | Healthcare IT-Strategy 20 1.000 X
Architect
I12 | Healthcare Leader 25 1.000 X
Business
Analysis
113 | Energy CIO 40 10.000 X X X
114 | Energy IT-Manager 20 10.000 X
115 | Media & CIO 15 1.000 X X
Publishing
16 | Media & Head of Al 10 1.000 X
Publishing
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117 | Media & COO 25 1.000 X
Publishing
118 | Banking Transf. Lead 30 5.000 X X
119 | Insurance Al Lab Lead 20 60.000 X X
120 | Telecommunicati | CIO 30 25.000 X X X
ons
121 | Manufacturing CIO 15 30.000 X X X
122 | Healthcare CIO 10 12.000 X X
py 8 18 9 8 4
Table 2. Experts involved in taxonomy development and evaluation.

In iteration 3 (C2E), we conducted a literature review to substantiate further and extend our current
taxonomy version. We based the review on the one from Suleman et al. (2025) and selected 18 major
information system journals (Senior Scholar’s Basket of Eight Journals and other top IS journals), 10
Leading IS Conference Proceedings (AMCIS, ICIS, ECIS, etc.) and four databases (AIS electronic
library, Scopus, Web of Science, ScienceDirect) to gain maximum coverage at IS domain (Okoli, 2015).
The literature review enabled the consolidation of conceptual layers, the expansion of dimensions, and
the enrichment of the framework with 16 additional characteristics, drawing on detailed theoretical and
empirical explanations from existing research on the ITOM. While numerous studies provide in-depth
analyses of individual ITOM components, these insights facilitated the systematic derivation of specific
characteristics, thereby enhancing the model’s depth. In iteration 4 (E2C), we conducted 18 evaluation
interviews with CIOs and IT-executives from organizations of varying industries, sizes, and levels of
digital maturity. Some of the interviewees had already participated in iteration 2. These interviews
enabled us to validate and refine our taxonomy while revisiting insights from earlier iterations to ensure
the robustness of our taxonomy. For this purpose, we developed a questionnaire based on version 3 of
the taxonomy. Each interview lasted approximately 45 minutes and was conducted online via Microsoft
Teams. As in iteration 2 we followed the guidance of Myers and Newman (2007). We presented the
revised taxonomy and discussed each dimension in detail to gain a deeper understanding of its meaning
and relevance. After completing all 18 interviews, we applied selective coding (Wolfswinkel et al.,
2013) to aggregate and structure the findings at the level of characteristics and dimensions. The semi-
structured format allowed us to explore layers and dimensions in depth, facilitating the identification of
additional characteristics and the refinement of existing ones. These discussions were particularly
valuable for defining more nuanced variations within the taxonomy. Rather than expanding the
taxonomy's overall scope, we concentrated on enhancing its practical relevance, reducing complexity
while increasing conceptual depth and flexibility to ensure applicability across diverse organizational
contexts and strategic orientations. We also adjusted terminology to better align with CIOs’ language,
ensuring the taxonomy remains both academically sound and practically useful for researchers and
practitioners alike. In iteration 5 (E2C), we conducted 9 evaluation interviews and validated our
improvement suggestions per the feedback received. Thereby, we drew back on our findings from all
previous iterations to check our taxonomy for robustness. Since usability for organizations was a key
goal, we revised the taxonomy to make it easy to apply for both researchers and CIOs.

Evaluation: Over the course of the iterative development process, we conducted three rounds of expert
interviews with CIOs and IT-executives (see Table 2), refining and evaluating the taxonomy. To ensure
a comprehensive and unbiased assessment, we performed one final evaluation round, which included
both participants from previous iterations and three new CIOs (120-122), as recommended by Kundisch
et al. (2021). This evaluation was conducted via anonymous survey, focusing on two key criteria:
understandability, and usefulness. The results are presented in Table 3. The survey enhanced our
qualitative, dimension-specific findings with quantitative data, providing a comprehensive validation of
the taxonomy’s effectiveness and real-world applicability.

Strongly | Agree Neither Disagr | Strongly

agree agree nor | ee disagree
disagree
I consider the taxonomy understandable. Examine | 60 % 20 % 20 % - -

whether the information presented is clear and
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easily comprehensible without requiring extensive
additional details
I consider the taxonomy useful. Evaluate the 67 % 17 % 17 % - -
usefulness of the information by considering its
ability to improve understanding and offer
practical value

Table 3. Results of taxonomy evaluation by CIOs.

In iteration 6 (C2E), we systematically revisited all dimensions and their characteristics to address the
mutual exclusivity and collective exhaustiveness requirements as defined by Nickerson et al. (2013).
Several dimensions conflated conceptually distinct aspects, resulting in characteristics that could not be
clearly assigned on a one-per-dimension basis. We reviewed each dimension individually, assessing
whether its characteristics collectively covered the full range of the dimension and whether assignment
was unambiguous. Where these conditions were not met, we either refined the dimension description,
adjusted the characteristics or mapped dimensions and characteristics. This process followed the updated
recommendations of Kundisch et al. (2021), who introduce the distinction between exclusive (E) and
non-exclusive (N) dimensions. Exclusive dimensions require that each object is assigned exactly one
characteristic; non-exclusive dimensions permit the assignment of multiple characteristics,
acknowledging that certain organizational phenomena cannot be meaningfully reduced to a single
option. Kundisch et al. (2021) emphasize that any non-exclusive designation must be explicitly justified
per dimension. We applied this principle rigorously: for each dimension, we determined the appropriate
designation, refined exclusive dimensions to ensure strict mutual exclusivity, and documented
justifications for all non-exclusive dimensions, which we present in the following section. The iteration
resulted in 16 dimensions and 60 characteristics. In iteration 7 (E2C), we conducted four validation
interviews with CIOs and IT leaders (see Table 2), each lasting approximately 40 minutes, to validate
the revised structure. The interviews confirmed the taxonomy's clarity and applicability, resulting in
only minor terminological adjustments. After reviewing the results within the author team, we concluded
that all ending conditions had been met. The final taxonomy comprises 5 layers, 16 dimensions, and 60
characteristics, and the development process was finalized.

4 Analysis: IT Operating Model Taxonomy

In the following, we present our multilayer taxonomy of ITOM (see Table 4). The taxonomy consists of
16 dimensions with 60 related characteristics structured along the layers: strategy, organization &
governance, people, culture & capabilities, data & technology, processes & sourcing. It is indicated
whether a dimension is exclusive (E) or non-exclusive (N). To support our taxonomy’s evaluation goal
of understandability, we added for each dimension a guiding question specifying the role of the
dimension for the ITOM. The taxonomy should be applied to each organisation individually. CIOs and
IT executives can utilise the taxonomy as a structured methodology to assess the current state and
articulate the target state. Each layer and the corresponding dimensions and characteristics should be
evaluated independently. Every layer and dimension needs to be considered when evaluating or building
the ITOM and all dimensions are meant to be assessed at the organisation level. In the following, we

resent the layers, dimensions and characteristics in detail.
Dimension Characteristics Guiding question E/N
IT as
Strategy Stra.tc?glc. IT IT as enabler IT ascore oo partner strategic How is the role of IT N
[positioning business success defined?
factor
Business How does IT
. Separated  Aligned Integrated [Embedded [collaborate with the |E
Integration .
business?
Primary Value [ Cost Operational Trans- Customer  [What value does IT E
Orientation Efficiency  Excellence formation |Centricity aim to achieve?
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. Single - Fully How is IT distributed
Location Location Finite Hubs Dispersed geographically? E
Orgam— Structural Product- VRIS Platform- Service- . .
zation & Stream- How is IT organized? |N
Model based Based Based
Governance Based
Centralisation |Central Hybrid Federated De- . Whp owns I'T E
centralized (delivery?
Primary Structural ~ Procedural | Relational How is IT governance
Governance . . . E
Practices Practices Practices defined?
Model
. Output Outcome Impact 'What metrics and
gggﬁry KPI (Cost, (Value, (Growth, goals guide IT E
Uptime) Satisfaction) Innovation) steering?
Strategic Tactical
People, . . |(project & |Operational (Which IT
Culture & Ef)lé?lzry Talent EglLeadershlp team (execution & profiles/roles are E
e 9
Capabilities architecture) inanagement support) relevant?
. .. Control- Empower-  Servant 'What leadership values
Leadership DEEENG Based ment-Based Leadership fare targeted? E
. . . Self-
Learning & Ad Hoc Contlpuous Adap;cwe Directed How are IT employees N
Development Learning Reskilling . developed?
Learning
Primary . . .. |What culture is
Cultural Focus Static Dynamic Resourceful |Community fostered? E
Data & System . . . |How is system
Technology |Architecture Centralized - [ Flexible Cloud-native architecture designed? N
Prlma.ry Data Legaf:y IDEIE) Data Fabric Data Mesh |Data Product What role do data E
Paradigm Architecture play?
Processes & Primary 'What methodologies
. Delivery Waterfall Iterative Agile DevOps are used to deliver IT |E
Sourcing
Model work?
Primary . Partnership [What is built in-house
Sourcing Make Buy Hybrid & Alliances |vs. sourced externally? E
Less tech- Both
tech-forward forward |:| archetypes
Table 4. Final IT Operating Model taxonomy.

4.1 Strategy

Business strategy marks a key factor for the success of organizations (Pidun, 2019). We follow the
established understanding that a strategy helps organizations to set a distinct strategic direction through
guidelines for courses of action and sets of decisions (e.g., Porter, 1980; Ansoff, 1987). The ITOM
serves as a structured framework or blueprint for implementing the strategy. In today’s digital age, the
success of a business strategy is heavily influenced by its IT strategy. However, the driver behind an
effective IT strategy is the ITOM itself. (Mishra & Bharathi, 2023). According to Reck and Reck (1996),
ITOM serves as a catalyst for a company’s value proposition directed at its customers. I[TOM
operationalizes the IT strategy and translates an organization’s vision into action (Shanks et al., 2012).
Through a focus on digital strategies, organizations can develop service-oriented and customer-centric
ITOM approaches (Ross et al., 2006). The layer strategy deals with the strategic IT positioning, business
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integration, primary value orientation and location. “For me, strategy is like the roof of a house” (12),
meaning it provides the overarching direction. This strategy is then operationalized through the ITOM,
ensuring that the model aligns with and executes the defined goals. The dimension of strategic IT
positioning defines how organizations integrate IT into their broader business strategy, ranging from
operational support to a critical success factor. Organizations frequently occupy multiple strategic IT
positions simultaneously, particularly in large or diversified organizations where IT serves different
roles across business units or functional areas. For example, IT may function as a cost center for
commodity infrastructure services while simultaneously acting as a business driver for customer-facing
digital products. Restricting this dimension to a single characteristic would oversimplify the
multifaceted strategic role that IT plays in practice, as confirmed across multiple interviews where CIOs
described their IT function as fulfilling several positioning roles concurrently depending on the business
context (I13, I15). The layer business integration examines how the IT function interacts with and
supports business objectives. The spectrum ranges from separate, where IT operates independently, to
embedded, where IT is fully integrated into business operations and decision-making. This alignment
influences the degree to which IT contributes to achieving business outcomes. Primary value orientation
assesses the primary focus of the IT function, whether it is cost efficiency, operational excellence,
transformation, or customer centricity. Organizations that prioritize customer centricity tend to align IT
initiatives with business outcomes and customer needs, fostering a more adaptive and innovative ITOM.
The location dimension addresses the geographic distribution of IT capabilities and how these sites
collaborate to deliver strategic value. While location may seem operational, it was categorized under
strategy because it fundamentally shapes governance, skill distribution, and strategic priorities,
particularly in large organizations. As one interviewee emphasized: "Location is a critical factor for
larger organizations, it determines how governance, people, and skills are aligned and how much
autonomy sites have." (18).

4.2 Organization & Governance

For the layer organization & governance we identified four dimensions, defining how the IT is
structured, governed, integrated into the broader organization and steered. The literature on IT
organizational structure primarily addresses the tension between centralization and decentralization. For
instance, Hodgkinson (1996) analyzes IT structure through the lens of Goold and Campbell’s (1987)
corporate strategy styles, emphasizing that superior performance depends on aligning corporate strategy
with IT structure. The structural model of the IT can vary between product-bases, platform-based,
service-based or value-stream based, each highlighting a different degree of centralization of the tasks:
"We use the term 'value stream'—we want teams to be structured so that there is a direct flow with
business units, not a hierarchical separation where decisions trickle down from the top. Teams should
be directly connected to the business. This is one of the core design principles of our operating model
[...].”(16). Organizations frequently adopt hybrid structural models, combining for instance platform-
based teams for shared capabilities with value-stream-based teams for business-aligned delivery. The
dimension centralization evaluates the degree of centralization or decentralization within the IT
function. Highly centralized models prioritize control and standardization, while decentralized models
emphasize local agility and responsiveness. Hybrid approaches, such as federated models, seek to
balance these trade-offs. The primary governance model dimension addresses how the IT function is
governed and managed, differentiating between structural, procedural and relational practices ensuring
compliance with organizational policies (Suleman et al., 2025). Effective governance models balance
control with flexibility, enabling innovation while mitigating risks. Primary Key Performance
Indicators (KPIs) metrics are used to evaluate IT performance, ranging from output-focused metrics
(e.g., cost, uptime) to outcome-based metrics (e.g., value, satisfaction) and impact metrics (e.g., growth,
innovation). The choice of KPIs reflects the organization’s strategic priorities and value orientation.

4.3 People, Culture & Capabilities

Within the layer people, culture and capabilities we defined four dimensions: primary talent focus,
leadership, learning & development and primary cultural focus. Primary talent focus represent a critical
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organizational resource, encompassing managers and employees who operate across three distinct
levels: strategic, tactical, and operational (Suleman et al., 2025; Kane et al., 2016). At the strategic level,
leadership teams define the organizational vision and long-term goals. At the tactical level, managers
and team leaders develop departmental strategies and oversee workforce management. At the
operational level, individual contributors and teams execute day-to-day tasks. When renewing an ITOM,
organizations must reassess and realign all three levels to ensure coherence with evolving digital
strategies (Suleman et al.; 2025; Kane et al., 2016). Different /eadership approaches influence how
organizations navigate change and foster innovation: Decisive leadership emphasizes top-down
decision-making and clear direction, which can accelerate implementation but may limit adaptability
(Bass & Riggio, 2006) towards servant leadership prioritizes employee well-being, growth, and shared
decision-making, which can enhance engagement and alignment with digital initiatives (Liden et al.,
2008). The choice of leadership style significantly impacts organizational agility and the success of
ITOM transformations, particularly in contexts requiring rapid adaptation to technological change
(Edmondson, 2012). A strategic approach to learning and development is essential for cultivating a
future-ready workforce, with organizations leveraging diverse methods, from informal, flexible ad hoc
learning to structured continuous learning. Adaptive reskilling and self-directed learning further enable
employees to address skill gaps and align personal growth with evolving technological demands.
Organizations typically employ multiple learning approaches concurrently for example, continuous
learning programs for the broader workforce combined with adaptive reskilling for employees affected
by technological shifts. The primary cultural focus defines how individuals interact, collaborate, and
perform within an organization. It is defined by shared beliefs, norms, values, and behaviours, with
leadership playing a pivotal role in fostering and reinforcing cultural dynamics (Suleman et al., 2025).
For organizations embracing digital transformation, traditional cultural paradigms may pose significant
barriers to success (Westerman et al., 2014). Thus, a cultural shift, towards digital-first mindsets, is often
required to support the adoption of new technologies and the evolution of the ITOM (Kane et al., 2016).

4.4 Data & Technology

This dimension addresses how organizations manage and leverage their data and system architecture to
drive innovation and operational excellence. As digital transformation accelerates, new approaches are
required to fully harness these resources: Primary Data paradigm is a strategic asset that can drive
process optimization, informed decision-making, market foresight, product innovation, and enhanced
customer experiences (Davenport et al., 2010). Characteristics include either legacy data architecture,
data fabrics, data mesh or data products, which treats data as a product, with clear ownership, quality
standards, and lifecycle management to deliver value to internal and external stakeholders (Desai et al.,
2022). System architecture determines how effectively an organization can integrate new technologies,
support digital initiatives, and respond to market demands (Weill & Woerner, 2018). Different
architectural paradigms offer distinct advantages: From centralized, modular, flexible to cloud-native.
Organizations typically operate heterogencous system landscapes where legacy systems follow
centralized architectures while newer digital initiatives adopt modular or cloud-native approaches.
Restricting this dimension to a single characteristic would misrepresent the architectural reality observed
across our interviews, where CIOs consistently described managing parallel architectural paradigms as
a deliberate strategic choice rather than a lack of direction.

4.5 Processes & sourcing

Processes & sourcing in the ITOM define how organizations execute and acquire IT capabilities, directly
influencing agility, efficiency, and innovation. Primary Delivery models, such as Waterfall, Iterative,
Agile, or DevOps, shape how IT work is structured, with Waterfall offering predictability for stable
environments, while Agile and DevOps enable rapid adaptation and continuous delivery in dynamic
settings. DevOps, in particular, integrates development and operations to enhance speed and reliability,
making it ideal for cloud-native and digital-first organizations. Meanwhile, primary sourcing strategies,
like in-house development, buying off-the-shelf solutions, hybrid approaches, or partnerships, determine
the balance between control, cost, and access to specialized skills. Effective ITOM design requires
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matching delivery and sourcing strategies to the organization’s unique needs, culture, and governance
structures.

5 Analysis of Archetypes within the IT Operating Model

To demonstrate the utility of our taxonomy, we applied it to classify a subset of 12 organizations from
our interview sample. For each organization, we assigned characteristics per dimension following the
taxonomy's exclusive (E) and non-exclusive (N) designations, resulting in a complete ITOM profile. To
illustrate, we briefly describe the classification of two contrasting organizations. Organization 16, a
technology-driven enterprise, was classified as follows: IT positioned as a strategic success factor,
embedded business integration, transformation-oriented value orientation, federated centralization,
platform-based structural model, modular and cloud-native system architecture, data mesh paradigm,
DevOps delivery, and a community-driven culture. In contrast, Organization 11, a traditionally
structured firm (manufacturing), was classified with IT as a cost center, separated business integration,
cost efficiency as primary value orientation, centralized governance with control-based leadership,
product-based structural model, centralized legacy architecture, legacy data paradigm, waterfall
delivery, and a static culture with ad hoc learning approaches. When comparing the profiles across our
12 organizations, we observed that several exhibited similar configurations across multiple dimensions.
Specifically, certain characteristics tended to co-occur systematically, for example, organizations that
positioned IT as a strategic success factor also tended to adopt federated structural models, modular
architectures, and agile delivery methodologies. Conversely, organizations positioning IT primarily as
a cost center consistently showed centralized structures, legacy architectures, and waterfall-based
delivery. These recurring configurations pointed toward two distinct archetypal patterns, which we label
"tech-forward" and "less tech-forward." The distinction between these archetypes is not based on a
single dimension but emerges from the overall constellation of characteristics across the taxonomy.
Besides the two archetypes, we identified 2 characteristics that showed no systematic variation between
the patterns. In a subsequent step, we plan to refine this analysis by examining industry-specific nuances,
which may reveal additional variations in how ITOM are designed and executed.

5.1 Tech-forward archetype

In tech-forward organizations, we observe based on interviews, that IT is seen as a strategic success
factor and as co-creator of business value (e.g., 15, 16, 18). These businesses leverage IT to drive
innovation, customer centricity and growth, embedding technology deeply into their core operations. As
one interviewee emphasizes: "/...] IT is not an end in itself. [...] It is part of the strategy. The strategy
is aligned with achieving impact in the market and for customers. [...]." (16). Structurally, these
organizations adopt platform-based or federated models, enabling scalable and agile delivery. One Head
of Digital products describe the hub-and-spoke model for the integration of new technologies, especially
for Generative Al (GenAl): "We use a hub-and-spoke model for GenAl. The hub provides the platform
and expertise, while the spokes integrate GenAl into business units. This ensures that GenAl is scalable
and aligned with business needs." (110). Governance within this archetype can be defined as procedural
practices, highlighting that "Speed is the new currency. We need governance that allows us to deploy
and retire applications in months, not years." (I8) This agility within the tech-forward companies is
underpinned by modular IT architectures, which facilitate scalable and flexible deployment of new
technologies: "QOur system architecture is modular and cloud-native, which allows us to scale [...]
efficiently. We use platforms that abstract complexity and enable experimentation.”(16). This
architectural flexibility enables real-time data integration and experimentation, critical for new
technologies. We observe that data is treated as a strategic asset, with data mesh or data fabric
architectures ensuring high-quality. "Data is key. We’ve established a central 'Data Hub' to ensure
consistent data availability (16). The deployment in tech-forward organizations follows mostly DevOps
methodologies, enabling continuous iteration and rapid feedback loops. "We use agile and DevOps
methodologies [...]. This allows us to iterate quickly and ensure [...] business needs.” (110). Tech-
forward organizations invest heavily in upskilling and reskilling their workforce to harness technology
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potential. Within tech-forward archetypes we identify a more community-driven, resourceful culture,
where employees are encouraged to experiment with tools. “For me, the best cultures I know are those
where experimentation is encouraged. You could call it agile, but I'm not talking about just following
some agile framework—I mean real agility, where people say, ‘Let’s try something and learn from
it.’[...]. Companies with these cultures, those that embrace coaching, workshops, and a mindset of ‘Let’s
keep getting better,” ‘Let’s integrate new things,’ ‘Let’s experiment’, are the ones that will thrive in the
future. On the other hand, teams with micromanagers or traditional, rigid structures, the kind you read
about in the news, like ‘back to the office,” ‘nine-to-five,” or ‘strict top-down management’, won’t make
it. If the culture isn’t open to integrating new things, it’s going to fail at every level. We’re pretty open
to everything here. We're pragmatic, agile, and fast [...]. Everything my peers talk about—those
struggles—seems foreign to me. We have an open culture where scaling [innovation] happens naturally,
and everyone is excited: ‘Hey, something new! How cool is this? " (13).

5.2 Less tech-forward archetype

The second archetype we identified consists of "less tech-forward" organizations, which treat IT
primarily as a cost center and support function. In these organizations, IT is often more centralized and
distanced from core business operations, operating in silos with limited alignment to strategic business
goals. IT strategies tend to be implicit and line-of-business (LoB)-driven, lacking enterprise-wide
coordination. As one CIO admits: "Our IT operating model is implicit. We are structured by line of
business, with four classic development sectors and a sector for platforms and standardization.” (14).

This structure reflects a product-based, centralized model, where IT functions in isolated silos with
separate business integration. Governance in less tech-forward organizations is structural and policy-
driven, prioritizing stability and compliance over agility and innovation. While there is recognition of
the need for flexibility, structural rigidities persist. One interviewee notes: "Architecture must become
more flexible, or we won’t keep up with the speed of change." (14). Within the data layer, the focus
remains on processes rather than technological enablement: "We do have a corporate policy for data
management—covering data governance, ratification, and so on. Data is already a prominent topic for
us, but even there, the focus isn’t on the technology itself- It’s more about how we handle and structure
it." (I14). While leaders acknowledge the need for change management: "We need to ensure people keep
up with the change and don’t get left behind." (114) we observe limited investment in upskilling and
hierarchical leadership structures exacerbate this resistance. This risk-averse approach aligns with the
ITOM taxonomy’s characteristics of specialist roles and static culture, where change is managed
cautiously and incrementally. Tech-forward organizations are characterized by agile governance,
modular architectures, continuous learning cultures, and embedded business integration. Less tech-
forward organizations exhibit rigid structures, risk-averse governance, legacy architectures, and
separated business integration.

6 Discussion

Our study aimed to provide a clear and more structured view of how organizations design and configure
their IT Operating Models. While existing literature discusses individual elements of ITOMs, such as
governance, organizational structure, or sourcing, it provides only limited guidance on how these
elements relate to one another and come together in practice (Thorogood et al., 2012; Suleman et al.,
2025). Against this backdrop, our study offers an empirically grounded taxonomy that integrates these
perspectives into a coherent framework, and identifies two archetypal configurations that capture
systematic differences in how organizations position and organize their IT function.

6.1 Theoretical Implications

Prior research has described ITOMs or related concepts such as operating models, and IT governance
frameworks in broad strokes. Our taxonomy aligns with this existing body of work but provides more
structure and specificity, drawing on insights from 22 C-level leaders and multiple practitioner sources.

Thirty-Fourth ~ European  Conference on  Information  Systems (ECIS  2026), Milan, Italy
13



IT Operating Model taxonomy

Prior research offers a fragmented understanding of IT operating models: as links between strategy and
structure (Chandler, 1990; Reck & Reck, 1996), as mechanisms for integrating business and technology
processes (Ross, 2005), as structural and processual arrangements of the IT function (Thorogood et al.,
2012), or as leadership instruments for CIOs (Mishra & Bharathi, 2023). At the same time, the literature
highlights that ITOMs span several dimensions and require both internal and external alignment
(Thorogood et al., 2012; Suleman et al., 2025). Despite these contributions, the field lacks an integrative
framework that consolidates the various perspectives into a structured and empirically validated set of
dimensions. Thorogood et al. (2012) explicitly note this gap, observing that while extensive literature
exists on individual ITOM components, comprehensive research on ITOMs as an integrated framework
remains sparse. Our taxonomy addresses this gap in several ways. The taxonomy brings structure to a
dispersed conceptual landscape. By synthesizing insights from established literature with empirical data
from 22 C-level interviews, the taxonomy consolidates varied perspectives into a coherent set of layers,
dimensions, and characteristics. This provides a common descriptive vocabulary that enables systematic
comparison across organizations. The taxonomy extends prior work on business-IT alignment by
operationalizing alignment at the level of the IT function itself. The strategic alignment literature has
long established that congruence between business and IT strategy is a predictor of organizational
performance (Henderson & Venkatraman, 1990; Chan et al., 1997; Coltman et al., 2015). However, this
literature predominantly addresses alignment at the strategic level and provides limited guidance on how
alignment is realized through the concrete organizational structures, processes, and governance
mechanisms that constitute the ITOM. Our taxonomy bridges this gap by specifying the design choices
through which strategic alignment is operationalized. In doing so, it responds to calls for research that
moves beyond abstract alignment constructs toward actionable organizational configurations (Coltman
et al., 2015). The identification of two archetypes contributes to the emerging literature on digital
maturity and IT organizational design. While prior work has examined digital transformation readiness
at the strategic level (e.g., Zimmermann et al., 2021; Wessel et al., 2021), our archetypes reveal how
digital maturity manifests concretely across the full range of ITOM dimensions. The archetypes are not
prescriptive; rather, they serve as empirically grounded reference configurations that illustrate how
design choices across strategy, governance, people, technology, and processes tend to co-occur. This
complements prior typological work on business strategy archetypes (e.g., Sabherwal & Chan, 2001) by
extending the logic of strategic configuration to the IT function specifically. Our findings also suggest
avenues for future research. First, the relationship between ITOM configuration and organizational
performance warrants empirical investigation. While the alignment literature provides evidence that
strategic fit enhances performance (Chan et al., 1997; Coltman et al., 2015), the performance
implications of specific ITOM configurations remain unexplored. Second, longitudinal studies could
examine how ITOMs evolve over time in response to strategic shifts, technological disruptions, or
changes in organizational maturity. Third, the taxonomy could serve as a foundation for investigating
how cross-cutting technologies, such as GenAl, cloud platforms, or data ecosystems, interact with
established ITOM dimensions and potentially require reconfiguration of multiple components
simultaneously.

6.2 Practical Implications

For CIOs and IT leaders, the taxonomy provides a practical orientation tool for assessing and shaping
their ITOM. Earlier work emphasizes that operating models define how value is created through IT
(Reck & Reck, 1996; Ross, 2005) and that clear structures, processes, and governance mechanisms are
essential for coordinating with business stakeholders (Thorogood et al., 2012; Mishra & Bharathi, 2023).
Our taxonomy translates these established insights into concrete dimensions that make the design space
more transparent and navigable. CIOs can use the taxonomy as a diagnostic instrument to map their
current ITOM configuration, identify inconsistencies across dimensions, and articulate a target state.
Furthermore, the two archetypes offer a non-normative benchmark that helps CIOs situate their
organization's current stance and understand typical configuration patterns without prescribing a
preferred model. ITOM design is not a matter of optimizing individual dimensions in isolation but
requires coherence across the full set of design choices. This holistic perspective can support more
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informed decision-making when organizations face pressure to adapt their IT function, whether driven
by strategic reorientation, digital transformation, or the adoption of emerging technologies.

7 Conclusion

In this paper, we examined how organizations design their IT operating models. Drawing on literature,
practitioner material, and interviews with C-level executives, we developed a taxonomy that structures
the main ITOM dimensions and characteristics and identified two emerging archetypes: more tech-
forward and less tech-forward organizations. The taxonomy helps researchers and practitioners discuss
and compare ITOM designs more systematically. For CIOs and IT leaders, it offers a practical
orientation tool to review their current ITOM and consider potential adjustments in light of ongoing
digital and Al-driven developments.
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