
Speaker 1:	Welcome to the MIT CISR Research Briefing series. The Center for Information Systems Research is based at the Sloan School of Management at MIT. We study digital transformation.
Alan Thorogood:  Hi, I’m Alan Thorogood, a researcher with MIT CISR. Today I’m pleased to share with you the December 2025 research briefing that I co-authored with Stephanie Woerner—
Enterprise IT Operating Models in the AI Era
We are in an era of unprecedented technological change and volatility. And with that volatility comes bold pronouncements about enterprise information technology: This is the end of the IT function. We need to democratize development. AI will replace everything. Cyber is the biggest threat to the enterprise.  
For more than fifty years, MIT CISR has researched how to organize technology in the enterprise. Peter Weill and Jeanne Ross studied IT decision rights and accountability, publishing insights in the book IT Governance in 2004. Newer digital technologies such as artificial intelligence are blurring the lines between the IT function and business units, offering new approaches to the IT operating model. As part of these approaches, many top performers are increasing both speed and scale, relying on modularity and reuse architected by strong IT leadership.
In this briefing, we examine the pressures on enterprise IT operating models and propose a framework to help enterprise leaders make strategic choices. We also examine the differences in platform use and innovation among the models.
The Enterprise IT Operating Model
An enterprise IT operating model describes the ways the enterprise organizes to create value from IT—the accountabilities, processes, platforms, metrics, and behaviors. The model describes the roles of the IT unit and the business units and how they collaborate. An effective enterprise IT operating model in the AI era enables the enterprise’s most valuable components and capabilities to innovate and grow, and scales the use and reuse of data and AI. It also manages risks such as cyber threats, privacy breaches, supplier demands, and competitive threats from new business models. A great operating model ensures continuous value creation and helps build a digitally savvy workforce for the future.
We identified two dimensions of an enterprise IT operating model. The horizontal dimension—Enterprise IT Leadership, Modularity, and Reuse—captures the enterprise effectiveness of use of digital, data, and technology; leadership can be at the enterprise or business unit level or both. Being low on this dimension reflects local decision-making with little reuse of technology, data, and lessons learned. Being high on this dimension reflects strong enterprise IT leadership; the creation of reusable platforms, modules, and data; and the right balance of local and enterprise-wide capabilities. 
The vertical dimension—Innovation Velocity—represents the impacts from current challenges to resilience, decision-making speed, and the enterprise’s emphasis on innovation, and reflects the speed of change in the business environment (largely driven by the threats and opportunities from AI). Enterprises with relatively more stable business environments need less innovation velocity. They can use multiyear planning to incrementally improve the enterprise through steady innovation and cost reduction. Enterprises responding to rapidly changing environments require fast-changing business models with higher innovation velocity, shorter planning cycles, and more of their people focused on innovation.  
Combining these two dimensions in a 2x2 model yields four enterprise IT operating models: Legacy Modernizer, Creative Sprinter, Adaptive Innovator, and Efficient Builder. Each model requires different leadership and governance and, on average, delivers different outcomes.
Legacy Modernizer
This model represented thirty-three percent of the enterprises in our research. Mature enterprises operating in less fast-changing or lower clockspeed industries, where business units achieve scale benefits on their own and face different technologies or markets with few commonalities, are well-suited to this model. Decision-making is close to the business unit, which retains many technology decision rights, typically driven by local business needs. Enterprise IT provides some governance and shared tools. Significant challenges for the Legacy Modernizer model include updating legacy systems while retaining the skill and discipline to create reusable platforms and not chasing the latest business need. Legacy Modernizers in our research had fifty-three percent of their operations on enterprise platforms and acquired thirty-seven percent of their revenues from innovation. Enterprise-wide platforms might have capabilities including financial consolidation and closure as well as cybersecurity and identity management. 
One example of an enterprise with the Legacy Modernizer model is a multinational mining enterprise with business units encompassing different technologies, industries, and regions. The variety of markets, ownership structures, and extraction technologies forces each business unit to optimize independently. 
Creative Sprinter
Enterprises that work effectively in this model have business units that drive innovation directly aligned to customer experience and product differentiation. Each of the business units typically has different customers and regulatory environments and operates in fast-changing industries that require high innovation velocity. When this model is working well, business units coordinate and learn from each other’s digital experiences. Enterprise IT acts as an orchestrator, ensuring interoperability and security, but it is not responsible for execution. Sixteen percent of enterprises in our research had this as their dominant model, with seventy percent of operations on enterprise platforms and forty-nine percent of their revenues from innovation. Creative Sprinters share IT capabilities and knowledge with other business units—but the business units typically own product and channel platforms. 
Bupa is an example of a Creative Sprinter, employing dispersed IT operating models across the UK, Asia Pacific, and Europe and Latin America. Each region has its own IT unit that aligns with its market needs and history. The regions use a common set of metrics, board reporting, and strategic alignment. Successful experiments in one business unit can be replicated across the enterprise. 
Adaptive Innovator
Enterprises that effectively use this model operate in fast-changing industries requiring high levels of innovation enabled by strong enterprise IT leadership and platform reuse—both enterprise-wide and locally. Adaptive Innovators federalize technology strategy to enable scalable innovation, leveraging unified data platforms, global digital services, and enterprise-grade AI, but also enabling local business units to drive their own innovation. Enterprise IT ensures governance, security, and interoperability while supporting experimentation through controlled frameworks and helping business units reuse platforms and components (such as during customer onboarding) to accelerate innovation. Adaptive Innovators in our research, which represented thirty-three percent of enterprises, relied on enterprise platforms for eighty percent of their operations and received seventy-one percent of their revenues from innovation. 
Heineken, a global brewing company based in the Netherlands, is an example of an Adaptive Innovator. Heineken is modernizing and consolidating its platforms globally. Its digital backbone has three components: a digital core, forty enterprise business platforms that integrate through the core, and an outer digital products layer. Innovation takes place on the enterprise platforms; the outer digital products layer is used for initiatives with economic lifespans of months to several years. The Digital and Technology unit’s strategy empowers business functions to lead technology adoption and experimentation, and then it replicates success internationally.
Efficient Builder
Enterprises with an Efficient Builder model operate in lower-clockspeed industries, standardizing much of their technology across the enterprise to ensure compliance, reliability, quality, and cost control. Enterprise IT owns the majority (but not all) of the platforms and data architecture, focusing on automation, integration, and risk reduction, driving down not only business process costs but also IT costs. Business units focus on the systems that are truly unique to their needs. Reusing many of the same platforms within and across business units ensures reliability and cost control. The eighteen percent of enterprises in our research that were Efficient Builders relied on platforms for sixty-five percent of operations and acquired fifty-four percent of their revenues from innovation. 
An example of an Efficient Builder, Hunter Water in Australia delivers drinking water, wastewater, recycled water, and some stormwater management services to its customers. Control of both IT and operational costs and quality is a focus for their stakeholders. Except for operational technology, all Hunter Water technology is managed by enterprise IT. The enterprise’s major platforms support billing, field service management, and asset management. Hunter Water is moving toward two-in-a-box platform management, in which the Operations and Customer units plus IT will manage the business processes and data; Finance plus IT will manage cost accounting; and IT will manage the technology platforms.
The Right IT Operating Model for Your Enterprise
The pressures and opportunities enterprises are facing in the AI era require a new, more nuanced approach to structuring the enterprise IT operating model, driven in part by your company’s need for innovation to thrive. The first decision to make is what innovation velocity your enterprise will need. It will be higher if you operate in a faster-changing industry where business models will be threatened or disintermediated by AI (used either by incumbents or new entrants). The second decision is not whether IT should be centralized or decentralized, but how strongly you want to drive IT leadership principles that result in building and reusing platforms and modules. Perhaps the most critical finding of this research is that innovation is more effective with strong IT leadership, resulting in high modularity and reuse regardless of whether those enterprises operate in environments with low or high innovation velocity. What is the right IT operating model for your enterprise, and how will you get there? 
Speaker 1:	Thanks for listening to this reading of MIT CISR research, and thanks to the sponsors and patrons who support our work. Get free access to more research on our website at cisr.mit.edu.

