
From Silos to Streams: 
 

How technological and socioeconomic forces 

are reshaping the structure of business.  



What is this research about? 
 

The events of the Arab Spring and Occupy Wall Street put social 
technology in the global spotlight when it helped give voice to 
those who did not have one before. If there was a “coming of age” 
event for a technology, those moments were it for social. 
 
Soon after came the first “a-ha” moment - that social technology 
alone cannot bring about the desired transformation without 
changing the structure of the ecosystem which includes things 
like metrics, culture, policies and rules, etc. And these elements 
have gotten drowned out by the typical technology-centric hype. 
 
The next “a-ha” moment was the realization that these elements 
that shape the business structure don’t occur in a vacuum – they 
are also shaped by the society they exist within.  In other words, 
the structure of business is as much, or even more of an 
outcome that reflects the broader socioeconomic values than 
it is the result of an explicit design by business architects. 
 
And this, in a literal sense is what social business is about – the  
relationship between society and business. And the larger 
question facing us is this: As technology increasingly helps to 
“democratize” information, will it helps us design and shape a 
better structure that leads to a more cooperative relationship 
between society and business? 



Having a voice is good. Being heard is better. 
 

The reason the Arab Spring and Occupy Wall Street movements 
resonated so viscerally with so many was that at a basic level we 
recognized the human desire for self-determination (which is 
espoused in the ideals of a democratic society.) But a year later, a 
more sobering assessment has emerged.  
 
What happened? Hope and enthusiasm ran into the reality of 
structure. In the case of the Arab Spring, in places like Egypt 
where democracy did prevail and new leadership emerged, the 
old structure was left intact. Will the incumbent structure respond 
to the new voices and adapt? Will some voices dominate others? 
And other voices be stifled under the inertia of the old structure 
and lead to disillusionment? 
  
And how much of this is relevant to business? After all, business 
was not designed to be a democracy. But is it time to rethink this? 
Because whether we are talking about citizens or employees, we 
see that participation starts to decline when constituents feel their 
voices have no impact within a structure that they believe is unfair 
or rigged to favor the incumbent powers.  
 





The enterprise structure continues to change… 
 

To see the depth of the structural transformation that has been 
underway for sometime, it helps to take a 100-year perspective. 
 
For much of the 20th century, big businesses embraced the trail 
blazed by Henry Ford and his vertically-integrated model for 
mass-producing the Model-T car (which set the stage for much of 
the current structure and management thinking.) The old AT&T 
was another example of the structure that prevailed well into the 
1980s until the government forced the break-up of its monopoly.  
 
Around the same time, the information technology (IT) revolution 
began the next wave of structural change where 30 years later, we 
see the new Ford and AT&T, now “brand orchestrators” of a 
myriad of services via virtual value chain structure that is typical 
of the global multinational brands who design and deliver 
“experiences” (e.g., Starbucks) as opposed to just products and 
services.  
 
The “silo to stream” concept essentially captures this trajectory or 
megatrend to its logical next step: While the pyramids represent 
the multiple enterprises and its borders along the physical chain 
of custody in the business-to-business-to-consumer value chain, 
the digital value stream of “voices“ is increasingly borderless as 
the “internet of people” and the “internet of things” come together 
to enable collaboration across the end-to-end digital  value chain. 



…but the silo approach to management has not. 
 

The structure (and shape) when it comes to managing an 
enterprise is essentially a set of functional boxes organized within a 
pyramid. While we delve into the details later in the paper, a few 
quick observations:  
 
• It is a design that precedes the IT era by almost a 100 years. 

Stated a different way: If we had the benefit of technology, 
would we still have come up with the same design?  
 

• Despite the transformational impact of globalization, 
outsourcing, collaboration, etc., the pyramid shape remains 
intact in the sense that we turn over the management of the 
outsourced functions to another pyramid. This perpetuates the 
“us vs. them” mindset when in fact business strategies are 
increasingly based on ecosystems. For example, should we think 
of Cisco as a $40+ billion company or a $200+ billion ecosystem? 
Does the financial view which measures the individual 
enterprise need to align with the more holistic value stream 
reality? 
 

• The power politics of the pyramid is based on control and flow 
of information where the CEO at the top of the pyramid is 
supposed to be “all-seeing, all-knowing”, but technology is 
increasingly democratizing that power to lower levels.  

 



IT structure: From snapshots to real-time streams 
 

While information technology has revolutionized the modern 
enterprise in so many ways, from an architectural perspective it 
has largely institutionalized the functional silo design of “boxes 
and pyramids.” This is especially true of the first generation of 
enterprise systems (like ERP) whose original design purpose was 
to support the financial management and reporting needs by 
providing “snapshots” of  historical data. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In all fairness, today’s legacy IT architecture isn’t so much a bad 
design but rather one that has become obsolete as legacy systems 
keeps getting extended through workarounds, customizations, 
spreadsheets and manual process to enable cross-functional 
transparency, agility, collaboration, etc.  
 
In parallel, another architecture is emerging driven by  the 
combination of sensors, mobility, social and cloud technologies. 
This “edge” architecture on the front-lines of execution is 
generating streams of real-time information with data volumes 
growing exponentially. 
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How the value stream is evolving thus far… 
 

The architectural shift from silos to streams has been underway 
for sometime – as to whether this is happening by design or 
default is debatable because at different points in the past 20 
years, different technology waves helped transform different 
business processes in different industries. 
 
Flow of Money (Cash Out-to-Cash In): The digital stream that 
captures the cash flow journey was the first to because money was 
the easiest to digitize and exchange. And today, we have multiple 
generations of technologies,  from the venerable ERP and EDI 
systems  to the high-speed trading systems used by Wall Street. 
 
Flow of Material (Design-to-Fulfill): The digital stream that 
captures the product journey, from design to fulfillment, began to 
manifest  over 15 years ago with a series of technology waves 
starting with Supply Chain,  then Product Lifecycle Management, 
and most recently RFID, where much of the effort was led by 
manufacturing-centric companies. 
 
Flow of Buyer (Desire-to-Purchase): The digital stream that 
captures the buyer’s journey, from desire to purchase, is being 
driven by the current technology wave that includes cloud 
computing, social media, and mobile devices, where the early 
adopters have been retail and service-centric companies. 
 



…and how it needs to continue to evolve 
 

Bringing these three streams together is the challenge for the 
future because there is a tremendous amount of fragmentation 
both within the “four walls” of the enterprise as well as across the 
value chain in the case of industries like consumer electronics. 
 
How to rearrange the functional boxes is a topic for an in-depth 
discussion in a future section, but in essence, it has to tear down 
the functional walls to eliminate the fragmentation along (at least) 
two dimensions: 
 
• First, it needs to tear down the walls between the layers of 

management to close the gap between strategy and execution. 
 

• Second, it needs to tear down the walls between upstream and 
downstream processes in a way that improves the flow of 
buyers, products, and money.  
 

What is proposed here is not new  – these ideas are espoused in 
the principles of Lean, Six Sigma, Constraint Theory, Total Quality 
Management, etc. But there continues to be a disconnect between 
these principles and the design principles of the technologists 
building business applications. And as long as that disconnect 
exists, it remains to be seen as to when these streams merge 
together to create an integrated context that enables “situational 
awareness.” 





Transformational change is multidimensional 
 

In the transition from silos to streams, progress has been uneven.  
 
Despite the shift in the physical and digital sense, the other 
elements or dimensions of change have not kept pace. In a later 
section, we will explore these dimensions in depth, but for 
now, the following table helps contrast the differences: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(The more I think about this, the more I am convinced it is far 
more easier to help start-ups and small businesses “design-in 
these principles from the ground up” than trying to bring about 
this change at larger companies where the inertia can be too 
overwhelming.)  
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The risk of not changing the structure 
 

Inhibitors to visibility: Each layer of management has a different 
view in terms of metrics where the topmost layer (executive 
management) sees periodic snapshots that reflect the financial 
view; middle management sees data that reflects the operational 
view; and the data at the bottom layer reflects the execution view 
as the real world unfolds in real-time. 
  
Inhibitors to velocity: Speed (cycle time) was not viewed as a 
key metric until companies like Dell, Wal-Mart, and Toyota began 
using velocity as the basis of their competitive strategy. But the 
silos in the  pyramid structure completely obscures the flow 
perspective, i.e., the “value-stream” view capturing the step-by-
step process both inside the four walls of the enterprise as well as 
across the end-to-end value chain. 
 
Inhibitors to innovation: The best ideas are likely to originate 
from the people at the front-lines of execution because they are 
ones who have that direct “line of sight” to the value stream. But 
the hierarchical management style and compartmentalized 
functions often inhibit the collaboration that is fundamental to a 
culture of innovation. 
 
Inhibitors to agility: Taken together, all of the above prevent the 
business from quickly adapting to changing business conditions as 
a result of distortion, delays, and disconnects in the structure. 



The big unknown… 
 
The pyramid doesn’t go away and probably never will – the law of 
jungle has prevailed far longer than the egalitarian ideals that 
have shaped our democracy.  
 
And this is where the socioeconomic aspects of the research gets 
very interesting. One fascinating area of research comes from the 
work done by Tamara Erickson who has studied the various 
generations and their differences in perspectives and attitudes. 
Especially, the attitudes of the new generation of digital natives 
now entering or about the enter the workforce at the bottom of 
the pyramid. 
 
This generation has grown up immersed in some form of digital 
stream whether its Facebook or their multiplayer games. Their 
experience as empowered digital consumers is  on a different 
trajectory than the typical experience as a corporate employee. 
 
And how they reconcile the dissonance between these two worlds 
and their value systems will be interesting to watch. What we are 
likely to see is a symbiotic change – the business leaders that 
recognize these differences and reconcile the dissonance between 
social values and business values will attract the best talent from 
this generation to their workforce. And in turn, they will help 
accelerate and shape the structure to reflect those shared values.  
 
And how that socioeconomic conversation plays out will influence 
structure far more than the typical business strategy. 
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