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Abstract

For the last four decades, the alignment of business
and IT strategies also referred to as business-IT
alignment (BITA), has been recognised as one of the top
concerns for leaders. The current digital transformation
journey undertaken by most organisations, however,
triggered a new approach to planning and executing
business and IT strategies as well as pursuing BITA. A
systematic literature review is conducted to capture the
paradigmatic shift in research and practice. A total of 94
articles published between 2014 and 2018 were identified
searching through databases known to index reputable
IS journals and conference proceedings. The analysis
of the review revealed the continued conceptual debate
on BITA construct as well as new research topics. The
significance of digital strategy, enterprise architecture
models, as well as intelligent IT systems to enable
elicitation, implementation and assessment of activities
enabling BITA are garnering the attention of researchers.
Potential research directions are presented.

1. Introduction

The important role of business-IT alignment (BITA),
defined as the “application of Information Technology
(IT) in an appropriate and timely way, in harmony with
business strategies, goals and needs” [1, p. 3] has been
recognised for the last four decades. In addition to
the surveys which place BITA constantly among the
top concerns for IT leaders [2], it also continues to be
ranked as one of the most researched topics in the IS and
cognate domains [3–5]. Given the empirical evidence
confirming the positive relationship between BITA and
organisational performance, the attention rendered to
BITA is justified. As noted in the literature, BITA was
conceptualised as the fit between the IT and business
strategies [6]. However, other studies contend that this
strategic alignment view only captures the partial fit
and integration needed between IT and the rest of the
business. For instance, Henderson and Venkatraman [7]

argue that the alignment between the IT and business
strategies need to be complemented with the fit between
business- and IT infrastructures, and processes.

Even though achieving and maintaining BITA has
never been easy since the proliferation of IT, the
current business environment demands have made BITA
more challenging. Yeow et al. [8] attribute this
development to the rapid internal (organisational) and
external environmental changes that organisations need
to navigate through. Among these changes triggered
by environmental dynamism is the digital transformation
journey many firms are undertaking. Berman [9,
p. 17] defines digitalisation (also referred to as ‘digital
transformation’ in this study) as “a set of complementary
activities–reshaping customer value propositions and
transforming their operations using digital technologies
for greater customer interaction and collaboration”. The
increasingly digitalised operations in many firms require
adjustments and reconfigurations of different elements
that influence BITA [8]. These changes have several
implications on how IT is viewed, and how operations
and processes are designed. As Sia et al. [10] put
it, the traditional view that articulates business and
IT strategies separately is losing ground for a more
integrated approach that recognises embeddedness of
IT with the whole organisation. In particular, this
development has created a situation where the firms
business and IT strategies are indistinctly fused to form
what is becoming a “digital strategy” [11].

Despite its benefits, digitalisation is found to bring the
challenge of reaching BITA to a new level. According
to Kahre et al. [12], 48% of the CIOs in US firms
spend most of their time attempting to align their
IT strategies with the overall organisational objectives.
Considering the new trend of digitalisation, researchers
argue that a paradigmatic shift is required to further
our understanding on how to meet the challenges of
IT management in general and the issue of BITA in
particular [8,12–14]. While the literature on BITA studies
is rich and mature, up-to-date and comprehensive review
of the recent studies reflecting the new developments
and trends is deemed necessary. This applies to
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practice-oriented propositions to foster BITA as well as
appropriate research approaches to investigate the BITA
issues in the era of digital transformation. The goal of
this study is threefold: (1) to provide an overview of the
main topics of recent BITA studies, (2) to highlight the
findings of these studies, and (3) to identify research gaps
that could be addressed in future research.

To reach these goals, the following research questions
are used to guide in the identification of relevant literature
as well as in the systematic presentation of the review:
Which organisational and external factors influencing
BITA are raised in the recent BITA studies, and what
are the research approaches applied in these studies?
and What conclusion can be drawn from the recent BITA
studies, and what are the future research directions?

The remainder of this paper is structured as
follows: The subsequent section describes the research
methodology. The third section presents the result
and analysis of the review according to the research
questions. Finally, the conclusion presents the summary
of the findings, limitation of the study, and suggestions
for future research.

2. Research Methodology

This study utilises a systematic literature to identify
and analyse the extant literature to derive a possible
research direction. Webster and Watson [15] argue
that systematic literature reviews are invaluable for
researchers as they provide a structured account of past
studies. Established literature review guidelines in the
IS discipline [15, 16] were followed to identify, classify
and summarise the recent five years’ BITA studies (i.e.
between 2014 and 2018).

2.1. The literature selection and data
extraction

The search for literature begun with the identification
of journals and conference proceedings publishing BITA
studies. As reputable journals and conferences are
known to be useful sources of articles in the desired
area of study [15, 16], the eight IS Senior Scholars
Basket of Journals, as well as the five reputable, IS
international conference proceedings (AMCIS, ECIS,
HICSS, ICIS, PACIS) were targeted. The Australian
Computer Research and Education conference portal
(CORE) were used to identify the list of conference
proceedings with ’A’ ranking. The International Journal
of IT/Business Alignment and Governance was also
selected for the initial literature search as it publishes
articles focusing on BITA.

Databases known to index the selected publications
were identified. In total, eight scientific databases–ACM
Digital library, AIS eLibrary, Business Source Premier,

EBSCO Host, Emerald, IEEEXplore, ISI web of
Knowledge, and SpringerLink–were searched for
combinations of: “ IT business”, “ IS business”, “
IT”, “ IS”, “ strategic”, “ Information technology”, “
Information system”, “ IT strategy”, “ business strategy”,
“ Information technology strategy”, “ Information system
strategy” and “ alignment” or “ fit” or “ aligning” or “
align”.

BITA is one of the most extensively researched topics
in the IS and related research areas. However, to make
sure only a reasonable volume of literature sample that
is manageable for the analysis is selected, the search was
limited to the last five years (2014-2018). The final list of
articles also includes studies that are published elsewhere
but identified through backward- and forward search as
suggested by Okoli [16].

Complete peer-reviewed articles focusing on BITA
satisfy the inclusion criteria. The following exclusion
criteria are applied: research-in-progress articles, book
chapters, incomplete articles and articles published in
languages other than English. Figure 1 shows the
literature search process.

Figure 1. The literature search process.

The search for literature resulted in the identification
of a total of 94 articles published in 31 journals
(n=45) and 26 conference proceedings (n=49). To
obtain the main message from the articles and answer
the research questions, the following data is extracted,
labelled and coded: publication type (journal or
conference proceedings), authors, research approaches,
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main research topics, research questions / hypotheses
/ objectives, findings and conclusions. The full-text
of the articles selected were revised carefully to
appropriately analyse and categorise the contents into
themes. This literature review is concept-centric [15]
where the concepts guide the structure of the synthesis
and presentation.

3. Results and Discussion

The literature review illustrates the continued
attention rendered to BITA among IS researchers.
To respond to the research questions formulated, the
following sections present the findings of the systematic
review starting with the common research topics followed
by the research approaches employed by the studies
included in the review.

3.1. The conceptual debate

The first main finding of this review is that there
is still an ongoing debate among scholars about BITA
conceptualisation. The discussion is not restricted only
in the conceptual studies, but it is also reflected in the
choices of research methods in the empirical studies.
One of the criticisms on the previous BITA studies is
the lack of consistent definition and conceptualisation of
the phenomenon. According to Gerow et al. [3], this
inconsistency has been the source of confusion as well
as contradictory findings in the empirical studies. The
results of this review also indicate that the debate on how
to best address BITA issues has continued. For instance,
the literature provides different dimensions that can help
us better understand BITA and find appropriate ways
to achieve it. The four dimensions of BITA–strategic
alignment, intellectual alignment, structural alignment,
as well as the social alignment–have been recognised
in the IS literature [17]. However, there seems to be
disproportional attention on some of these dimensions.
Zhou et al. [18] argue that the focus of most of BITA
studies have been on how organisations at the top level
formulate their IT and business strategies (also referred
to as strategic IS alignment) while little attention has
been given to alignment at operational and tactical
levels. However, the findings of empirical studies suggest
that most of the BITA barriers are at the tactical and
operational levels than the strategic level [17–24]. To
address BITA issues at different levels, some of the
reviewed studies have proposed different approaches. For
instance, the method designed by Kivijrvi [25] provides
organisations with a decision support method that could
be implemented to support various processes within an
organisation to improve alignment.

The second conceptual debate that seems to dominate

the extant literature is whether BITA should be seen as
a static position or a process [4, 5]. Luftman et al. [26]
criticise previous studies for their static view of BITA.
However, the findings of the recent studies seem to have
converged onto the conceptualisation that BITA should
be viewed as a continuous process that needs to be
monitored and adjusted according to the changes in the
internal and external environment. Many of the studies
reviewed also seem to recognise BITA as a process rather
than as an outcome at the end (e.g., [8, 19, 27–31]). As
pointed by Amarilli et al. [32], the different view of
BITA as a state or a process depends on the choice of
theory chosen by researchers. For instance, those who
view organisations as a complex system and adopt related
theories view BITA as a process. Even though most of
the identified articles do not explicitly state the theoretical
underpinnings, the resource-based view [8,33–37], social
network theory [31], social-capital theory [17, 38–40],
complex systems theory [30, 37] seem to be the common
theories in recent BITA studies.

Studies subscribing to the state perspective of BITA
attempt to identify lists of factors that enable or hinder
BITA [4]. Even though the influence of internal
(organisational) and external environmental factors are
acknowledged, most of the reviewed articles focus on
the internal factors (e.g., [21, 33, 38, 41–43]). On the
other hand, majority of the studies with the process
perspective put forward propositions to foster continuous
alignment process. These studies adopt some forms of a
co-evolutionary approach transcending the business and
IT domains to explore different mechanisms that are
invaluable for organisations to reach an aligned position
(e.g., [29, 32, 37, 44–47]).

3.2. Business-IT alignment models

Since the original strategic alignment model [7]
appeared decades ago, a number of models and
frameworks have been proposed with the interest of
providing clear conceptual understanding of BITA. A
closer look into the articles included in the review
indicates that 20 of the 94 studies are set out at developing
new models (e.g., [20, 48–57]) or modifying previously
developed models to fit the different organisational
settings (e.g., [58–62]).

Even though these models are designed to help us
further our understanding of BITA and help organisations
make assessments and identify factors that can improve
alignment, there are researchers casting doubt on how
well these models reflect the reality in today’s firms.
For instance, Reynolds and Yetton [34] argue that BITA
has increasingly become more complex and challenging
making these models too simplistic to apply. The
literature offers some antecedents for this development.
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First, today’s organisations are moving away from a
single or few lines of businesses towards becoming
large organisations consisting of multiple businesses with
diverse interests. This complexity recognised in many
studies, for instance, [11, 33, 45, 58, 63–67] has brought
about the need for complex organisational structures
as well as the introduction of IT solutions embedded
with the business strategies. Second, organisations are
operating in a fast paced business environment that
requires continuous adjustments [52, 66, 68–71].

El-Mekawy et al. [72] argue that the emphasis
on different elements, for instance, concepts/aspects
of alignment in the various models in the literature
has resulted in confusion among researchers and
practitioners. According to Reynolds and Yetton [34],
the arguments in the existing literature are convincing
enough to revisit our assumptions on BITA. The new
model developed by the authors is based on three
propositions for today’s multi-business organisations.
The first two propositions are related to how BITA occurs
in an organisation (at corporate and at the strategic
business unit level) by looking into IT and business
strategies at different levels. The third proposition
recognises the dynamic nature of BITA. Other new
models have also been proposed recently (e.g., [20, 44,
50]).

3.3. BITA and organisational performance

Studies investigating the relationship between BITA
and organisational performance are not new. In fact,
most IS researchers attribute the attention given to BITA
to its influence on overall organisational performance
[3, 5]. Consistent with the previous literature reviews,
the findings of the studies reviewed seem to suggest
BITA improves organisational performance [19, 21, 24,
25, 32, 34, 38, 49, 60, 71, 73–77]. While most studies
investigating BITA and its merits focus on overall
financial performance or the realised value of IT, some
studies have explored specific BITA outcomes. For
instance, the influence of BITA on the creation of
integrated knowledge on information security risks and
controls has been confirmed [38, 78–80]. Information
security knowledge among employees is also found to
improve the information security system effectiveness,
which in turn is favourably reflected on organisational
performance.

The findings from the reviewed articles also seem
to confirm the moderating effect of BITA. For instance,
Wu et al. [35] argue that the improved performance
associated with different IT governance mechanisms is
only observed when it is mediated by the alignment
between business and IT strategies. The study by
Kude et al. [33] suggest that organisations with effective

IT governance capabilities are likely to achieve BITA.
According to the authors, the increased awareness for IT
costs, and the personal accountabilities associated with
IT processes and IT roles result in not only more aligned
position but the improved resource relatedness as well.
Another study confirms the moderating role of BITA
between innovation and IT governance as well as the IT
competence of top leaders [41].

The findings of the empirical studies in the reviewed
literature indicate that the positive relationship between
BITA and organisational performance is replicated in
different types of organisations. For instance, in
multi-business organisations, Queiroz et al. [81] found
that the performance of business units is influenced by
the BITA maturity at the corporate and business unit
levels. Baker and Niederman [76] also explored the role
of BITA for successful IS integration in mergers and
acquisitions. On the other hand, the influence of BITA
on fostering future business value has also been one of
the topics studied. Rahrovani et al. [82] argue that future
IT investment plans need to be part of the BITA equation
if organisations are to gain value from their IT projects.
This is consistent with similar findings confirming the
favourable influence of BITA on IT projects [53, 68, 83,
84].

Even though most of the findings of the studies
seem to confirm the positive influence BITA has on
organisational performance, there are also studies calling
on for more studies to explore this relationship in
different organisational settings including IT governance
mechanisms, organisational size and organisational
structures [85, 86]. The survey to explore the influence
of BITA on organisational performance by Queiroz
[46] resulted in contradictory findings. According to
the study, BITA maturity, in addition to the choice
of strategic orientation of firms, determine whether
improved performance is realised.

3.4. Alignment-Agility paradox

The extant literature shows that the intellectual
dimension of alignment has been the focus of many
researchers while the social dimension is rarely pursued
[31,39,87]. This limited attention of the social dimension
of alignment is considered to be one of the possible
reasons for what is known as an alignment-agility
paradox. Alignment-agility paradox refers to the
unintended result of business-IT alignment that results
in rigidity resulting from resource commitments and
embedded IT processes [52, 87].

Even though the significance of organisational agility
is recognised by most of the studies reviewed [13, 14,
18, 28, 29, 31, 42, 52, 70, 71, 75, 77, 87], the findings
indicate that the topic did not attract the attention
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of BITA researchers until recently. Organisations in
todays turbulent business environment could benefit if
they successfully manage to reach alignment, which is
appropriate to provide organisational agility [18]. The
message shared by these studies is that BITA should not
create organisational rigidity preventing the deployment
of resources in an appropriate manner [34]. The
review of the identified literature shows a two-directional
relationship between BITA and organisational agility.
The first set of studies attempt to explore whether
organisational agility helps firms to achieve BITA. For
instance, Jorfi et al. [28] argue that organisations with
agility are more likely to have reached BITA. One of the
remaining studies [42] was set out to establish whether
agility of IT infrastructures improves BITA. The findings
reveal that only one of the four components of agility, i.e.
compatibility influences BITA. However, connectivity,
modularity, and IT personnel flexibility seem to have
little effect on BITA. The second set of studies explore
whether BITA plays a role in organisational agility.
Panda and Rath [29] argue that organisations need to
look at organisational agility as a means of appropriately
responding to the changes in their business processes or
to cope with the changes in the market. In a highly
uncertain environment, BITA is found to have a more
significant influence on market responsive agility but not
on business process agility. However, Liang et al. [87]
found only social alignment to facilitate organisational
agility while intellectual alignment impedes it. On
the other hand, there are few studies suggesting the
critical role of operational alignment to be the driver
of organisational agility [18, 23, 75]. To this end, new
enterprise information systems have been proposed to
facilitate a continuous operational alignment (e.g., [13]).

3.5. Enablers and inhibitors of BITA

As acknowledged in the recent BITA literature,
today’s competitive and dynamic business environment
required the adoption of information technology which is
capable of driving the business strategy of an organisation
to tap innovation and achieve competitive advantage
[26, 88]. However, achieving and maintaining BITA
remains to be a challenging task. Consistent with
previous findings [89], different factors that could enable
or inhibit BITA are identified. The result of the analysis
seems to confirm the various internal (organisational)
as well as external factors identified in the previous
studies. For instance, lack of communication at different
organisational levels [23], involvement of top leaders on
IT projects [75, 84, 90], Partnership relationship between
business and IT domains [14,91,92], relational leadership
[38], commitment [73, 80, 91], organisational structure
[93], organisational culture [59, 67, 94], IT governance

arrangements [25, 33–35, 41, 57, 75, 95–97] are found
to determine whether an organisation achieves BITA.
Even though most of the BITA barriers are not new,
a closer look into the studies reviewed indicate that a
new list of questions are being asked in line with the
emerging organisational forms. For instance, how could
organisations adopting cloud computing [45, 54, 64, 98],
robot process automation [98] or organisations with
legacy systems [99] realise BITA? Studies on enablers
of BITA found enterprise architecture to be the answer
to many of the challenging issues [13, 20, 44, 50, 55,
60, 62, 70, 85, 88, 100, 101]. The findings suggest that
emotional intelligence [102], social structure [31], and
digital strategy [8] influence BITA favourably.

3.6. Research approaches in BITA studies

The identified articles are broadly categorised as
empirical and conceptual [103]. A closer look into
the research approaches of the selected studies shows
that case studies are by far the most preferred research
strategy. Surveys are the second most adopted research
strategies. In contrast with previous literature reviews
(for instance, [104]), there is an increase in the number
of studies following the design science research.

Chan and Reich [4] argue that the findings of
BITA studies in one setting might not apply to another
organisation in a different environment due to the
number of variables that influence BITA. It is, therefore,
appropriate to have an overview of the research settings
of studies identified for the review. Both small and
medium (e.g., [43, 74, 86, 105–107]) as well as large
organisations (e.g., [45, 73, 81, 93, 108]) have been
investigated as size of an organisation is found to
affect the adoption of information systems which in
turn has implication for BITA. For instance, BITA is
found to be challenging for SMEs as a result of scarce
financial resources as well as limited knowledge of IT
and time constraints. The most interesting contextual
differences noted in the identified studies is the origin
of the empirical studies. Even though ten studies
did not mention the country of study, a handful of
developed countries have produced most of the empirical
studies. For instance, more than 25% of the studies were
conducted in Sweden, Germany, and the USA. On the
other hand, 14 of the 84 empirical studies were from the
developing countries (e.g., [29,63,70,77,106,109,110]).
Despite the recognised differences between the private
and public organisations [104,111], a closer look into the
identified studies indicate that only few empirical studies
[48, 56, 112] were conducted in public organisations.
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4. Conclusion

This study examined the current research agenda,
research methods, as well as approaches to addressing
BITA issues in this digital transformation era. The
analysis of the study identifies five different BITA issues
in the extant literature—conceptual debates on BITA
construct, alignment models, the relationship between
BITA and organisational performance, alignment
maturity paradox, as well as BITA enablers and
inhibitors.

The debate on BITA construct is not limited to
conceptual studies. Empirical studies continue to employ
different research approaches consistent with the various
BITA dimensions and concepts. Even though authors
still argue the importance of contextual differences in
BITA studies justifying the choice of case studies to
make in-depth analysis, more surveys and design science
research methods are making their way into BITA
studies. Given the current trend of digital transformation
and introduction of innovative use of IT across industries,
researchers are resorting to new research approaches. For
instance, in addition to single and multiple case studies,
a qualitative comparative analysis is being applied to
investigate BITA in different organisational settings and
consolidate these findings. Another related observation
from the conceptual debate, in contrast with previous
reviews, for instance, [5], is that the increasing focus
of BITA studies in addressing practical issues that can
be invaluable for organisations in their attempt to reach
and maintain BITA. In addition to the case studies and
surveys aiming to identify antecedents and establish
relationships between different factors that influence
BITA, different models and frameworks are proposed to
assess BITA and take steps to improve its maturity in
different contextual settings. The propositions address
the various BITA issues across different sectors (banking,
manufacturing, communication, healthcare, education,
etc). However, the lack of studies is still noticeable
in some information intensive sectors. For instance,
consistent with previous studies (e.g., [104, 111, 113])
only a few studies have looked into BITA in the public
organisations context. On the other hand, the handful
of studies on BITAs relationship with organisation size
[43, 74, 105, 106, 112] present contradictory findings that
need to be corroborated in future studies.

The result of the review also reveals that there is a
shift from a static view of BITA to a recognition of its
dynamic nature. This paradigmatic shift is necessary
to respond to the changes required in response to the
fast pace changes in IT and business environment.
Organisational agility and how it relates to BITA is
a timely topic that has not attracted the attention it
deserves. As pointed out in most of the studies aimed at

developing enterprise architecture models and designing
of intelligent IT systems that make the elicitation,
implementation and assessment of activities that improve
BITA, there is a need for organisations to recognise
the strategic role of IT. The result of the study also
found that, digitalisation in general and digital strategy
formulation, in particular, is challenging to be in the
alignment equation. One of the recognised reasons is that
organisations still find it challenging to articulate their
digital strategies in today’s dynamic environment mired
with a swift change in technology and demand from
their customers. Future research needs to investigate the
relationship between digital strategy planning and BITA
maturity.

Other unexplored research areas have also
been identified. For instance, the importance of
entrepreneurial strategy and its influence on BITA is a
topic which has not attracted the researchers attention
yet. Again, this is related to the lack of BITA studies
in the small and medium enterprises, as indicated in
many of the reviewed studies. There is also a lack of
studies relating to BITA in mergers and acquisitions.
This is one of the critical organisational contexts lacking
from the extant literature. Baker and Niederman [76]
found that BITA plays a vital role in whether mergers
and acquisitions successfully manage firm integration.
Among other things, the poorly accounted IT assets and
lack of tactical actions supporting emergent business and
IT strategies are found to influence BITA.

The limitations of this study relate to the method
used to select the relevant literature. As a phenomenon
transcending the IS and other related disciplines, BITA
has been defined differently, resulting in the use of
different terms for describing it. The use of keywords
to search for relevant literature might not have captured
all studies that would have provided additional insights.
Future reviews could apply other methods to overcome
the shortcoming of the review. Searching in other
databases that index IS related research areas might also
reveal additional studies to further our understanding of
BITA.
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