
 



 
 

 

 

UCI 

Sustento del uso justo de materiales protegidos por  

derechosde autor para fines educativos 

 
El siguiente material ha sido reproducido, con fines estrictamente didácticos e ilustrativos de los 

temas en cuestión, se utilizan en el campus virtual de la Universidad para la Cooperación 

Internacional – UCI -   para ser usados exclusivamente para la función docente y el estudio privado 

de los estudiantes en el curso Administración de la Información para la toma de Decisiones 

perteneciente al programa académico MATI. 

La UCI desea dejar constancia de su estricto respeto a las legislaciones relacionadas con la 

propiedad intelectual.  Todo material digital disponible para un curso y sus estudiantes tiene fines 

educativos y de investigación. No media en el uso de estos materiales fines de lucro, se entiende 

como casos especiales para fines educativos a distancia y en lugares donde no atenta contra la 

normal explotación de la obra y no afecta los intereses legítimos de ningún actor.  

La UCI hace un USO JUSTO del material, sustentado en las excepciones a las leyes de derechos 

de autor establecidas en las siguientes normativas:  

a- Legislación costarricense: Ley sobre Derechos de Autor y Derechos Conexos, 

No.6683 de 14 de octubre de 1982 - artículo 73, la Ley sobre Procedimientos de 

Observancia de los Derechos de Propiedad Intelectual, No. 8039 – artículo 58, 

permiten el copiado parcial de obras para la ilustración educativa. 

b- Legislación Mexicana; Ley Federal de Derechos de Autor; artículo 147. 

c- Legislación de Estados Unidos de América: En referencia al uso justo, menciona: 

"está consagrado en el artículo 106 de la ley de derecho de autor de los Estados 

Unidos (U.S,Copyright - Act) y establece un uso libre y gratuito de las obras para fines 

de crítica, comentarios y noticias, reportajes y docencia (lo que incluye la realización 

de copias para su uso en clase)." 

d- Legislación Canadiense: Ley de derechos de autor C-11– Referidos a Excepciones 

para Educación a Distancia.  

e- OMPI: En el marco de la legislación internacional, según la Organización Mundial de 

Propiedad Intelectual lo previsto por los tratados internacionales sobre esta materia.  

El artículo 10(2) del Convenio de Berna, permite a los países miembros establecer 

limitaciones o excepciones respecto a la posibilidad de utilizar lícitamente las obras 

literarias o artísticas a título de ilustración de la enseñanza, por medio de 

publicaciones, emisiones de radio o grabaciones sonoras o visuales.  

Además y por indicación de la UCI, los estudiantes del campus virtual tienen el deber de cumplir 

con lo que establezca la legislación correspondiente en materia de derechos de autor, en su país 

de residencia. 

Finalmente, reiteramos que en UCI no lucramos con las obras de terceros, somos estrictos con 

respecto al plagio, y no restringimos de ninguna manera el que nuestros estudiantes, académicos e 

investigadores accedan comercialmente o adquieran los documentos disponibles en el mercado 

editorial sea directamente los documentos, o por medio de bases de datos científicas, pagando 

ellos mismos los costos asociados a dichos accesos. 
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Unlocking the 
Performance of the Chief 
Information Officer (CIO)

Joe Peppard

O ver the last decade, the position of the chief information 
officer (CIO) has moved center stage, but this has not always 
been for the right reasons. The turn of the century saw both 
the Y2K problem and the dot-com boom and bust, highlight-

ing the vulnerability of organizations to both legacy technologies as well as the 
enviable hype that has always accompanied new information technology (IT). 
IT projects are continually dogged by high failure rates.1 Infrastructure complex-
ity has affected the agility of many organizations to respond to changes in the 
competitive environment.2 IT outsourcing has had mixed results3 with some 
companies choosing to bring IT back in house very soon after contract signing 
or when the contract came to an end.4 Yet few would argue against the crucial 
role that IT plays in business today; just look at the annual corporate spend on 
IT. The fact is that most organizations would not survive for long without their 
IT systems. Consider the Internet and its impact on business models and e-com-
merce; or how technology is facilitating collaboration, enabling greater mobility, 
and supporting the challenges of sustainability and the increasing requirements 
for compliance; or how some companies are leveraging data and information for 
significant competitive advantage.

 Consequently, the CIO and IT leadership have become a focus for 
research.5 Indeed, in recent years, all the major consultancies have produced 
reports on the role of the CIO.6 A quick search of online book retailer Amazon.
com reveals many more books have appeared dealing with this role than any 
other C-level position.7 If there is agreement across all these writings, it is that 
the role is indeed evolving. No longer are CIOs responsible solely for the stew-

The author would like to thank all the interviewees for giving up their time and speaking frankly about 
the CIO role and would also like to thank Peter Seddon and Don Marchand for comments made on 
an earlier draft of the manuscript.
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ardship of the organization's technology base, ensuring that the computers and 
telecommunications continue to function; they are now strongly encouraged 
to become drivers of business transformation and innovation. Recent papers 
eloquently express this new demand as to “find ways for IT to change the com-
pany, not just run it”8 and “to take a much broader role in the business driving 
business transformation, innovating for competitive advantage and acting as key 
strategic partners to the CEO and wider organization.”9

Yet, CIOs have generally struggled with this new agenda.10 The domi-
nant diagnosis is that many lack the necessary leadership skills to drive their 
organizations forward in the use of IT. They are portrayed as not being strategic 
in their orientation and having little credibility with their business colleagues. 

Furthermore, many are seen as not having 
built relationships at appropriate levels in the 
organization and as deficient in communica-
tion and influencing skills. By implication, CIOs 
are depicted as unable to deal with the cut and 

thrust of organizational politics. A subtle subtext is that an organization’s prob-
lem with IT can be placed squarely at the feet of the CIO. The assumption seems 
to be: get the “right” person in the position with experience and the appropriate 
blend of skills and competencies and any problems with IT will be solved.

What my research (see Appendix for an overview of this research) is 
revealing is that this is a far too simplistic view. While clearly some CIOs may 
not be up to the job, just like other C-level incumbents, my data suggest that 
there are other factors that influence a CIO's ability to drive the organization 
forward in the use of IT and that getting the right person in the role is only part 
of the equation. My analysis has enabled me to construct a model of CIO per-
formance, providing a more comprehensive view of the factors that influence 
the contribution of IT and ultimately the value it generates for the business. It 
reveals some uncomfortable lessons for CEOs and other C-suite members.

The Mythical CIO as Hero

CIOs that apparently do deliver for their organization are fêted as heroes. 
Authoritative sources such as Silicon.com and CIO magazine produce annual 
lists of top 50 CIOs, while Computerworld has its Premier 100 (with the tag line: 
“This year’s winners drive strategy and innovation in top-tier IT departments”). 
Yet such lists and an individual CIO positioning are typically defined by size of 
IT budget or the number of seats or devices that individual CIOs manage or the 
views of their CIO peers. Interestingly, their colleagues in “the business”11 are 
not typically polled for their assessment.

Much work has been done to uncover the competencies seemingly 
required for success as a CIO, and there is unanimous agreement as to what 
these are. Leadership, being a visionary, a strategic thinker, a relationship archi-
tect, a politician, and a deliverer are promoted as crucial competencies if the 
individual is to have an impact.12 Personal attributes identified for success in the 
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role include communication and influencing skills, commercial acumen, net-
working skills, and people management skills.

Yet when we look at all the research findings, we are left with a question 
as to what is different between these competencies and those required for other 
CxO roles? Are these competencies not required for all in the C-suite? Do not 
all senior executives need to possess these personal attributes? Should not all 
members of the C-suite be business leaders with strong commercial focus, driv-
ing change and innovation? What therefore, if anything, is unique about the 
CIO role?

This latter question suggests that perhaps research has been progressing 
down the wrong path, with too much emphasis being placed on the individual. 
Anecdotally, we hear of CIOs with big reputations, moving to new organiza-
tions and struggling. Why might this be? These individuals still possess the same 
competencies and skills and bring with them a wealth of experience to the role, 
yet do not seem to enjoy the same levels of success. This suggests that there are 
other factors at play.

Linking the CIO with the Optimization of IT Value

My findings suggest that there is perhaps too much emphasis being placed 
on the individual incumbent in the CIO role and the competencies he or she 
should possess. What the data indicate is the environment within which the CIO 
operates plays a crucial role in the success of the organization in optimizing IT 
value. My data reveal that there is no direct link between “the perfect” CIO and 
the contribution of IT to performance. Thus, just hiring a CIO who has been suc-
cessful in another organization or has the requisite competencies does not guar-
antee that they will be as successful in their new environment. In fact, getting 
the “right” CIO may be a necessary, but not a sufficient, condition.

From the data, I have constructed a model positioning the CIO role and 
its relationship with business outcomes. What the model highlights is that there 
is no direct correlation between a CIO and organizational performance enabled 
by IT, with the analysis revealing the factors that impact the effectiveness of the 
CIO role; or more significantly, the ability of the organization to optimize the 
value it generates from IT (see Figure 1).

What was immediately obvious from the interviews was the stark real-
ity that the CIO role is a confused role in the executive suite.13 One contribu-
tor to this confusion is the frequently encountered distinction between an “IT 
Director” or “Vice President for IT” and a “CIO.” While the CIO has become an 
established position in U.S. corporations, many in Europe still prefer the title IT 
Director. A partner from a private equity firm, in an attempt to provide clarity, 
summarized the difference as “an IT director's job is normally about keeping the 
lights on, and has little to do with strategy or growth. By contrast the CIO’s role 
is about the strategic application of IT and information for value generation.” 
However, despite this distinction, most interviewees suggest that the label is less 
important than the actual role the incumbent plays. The CIO of a large public 
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transport organization commented, “What we are seeing is so many people that 
walk around with that title (CIO) but actually they just aren’t—with no disre-
spect to them they are actually Group IT Directors and they are very good at 
what they do, but they sure aren’t CIOs.”

This lack of clarity within the C-suite as to what exactly defines a CIO is 
symptomatic of the problems that CIOs encounter in their role and, more cru-
cially, in their organization’s ability to optimize the value from its IT portfolio. 
Therefore, what can a CIO realistically be expected to accomplish? Can a CIO 
really be held accountable for the delivery of value from IT?

Leadership is Leadership! The CIO as Business Leader 
(see Figure 1, box 1)

Despite the confusion about the role and what it entails, what is clear 
from the data is that the CIO is first and foremost a business leader. As one 

FIGURE 1. A Model Linking the CIO Role with Organizational Performance Enabled by IT
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interviewed CIO expressed it, “The CIO role is a proper business leadership 
role.” The retired CIO of a global pharmaceutical company suggested that every 
CIO should pose the following question to him/herself: “Are you a business 
leader with special responsibility for IT or are you an IT leader who’s delivering 
to a business?” He suggests that both are significantly different in mindset and 
attitude and ultimately their impact on performance of the business.

A reason for this was proffered by the CIO of a large transport group, 
“The business as a whole wants to talk to another business person—that’s how 
they communicate and the CIO needs to talk at that business level and be able 
to turn around and talk back technically to his team. So someone who can only 
come with a technical perspective to these Boards is really being sidelined for 
someone who can come in with a business perspective.”

While the overwhelming impression from prior research is that IT lead-
ership is somehow different from the leadership of other functional areas, the 
interviewees were remarkable consistent that “leadership is leadership,” no mat-
ter whether you are from marketing, manufacturing, finance, or logistics. The 
director of a private equity firm was forthright in his assertion that “a typical CIO 
should be a capable business leader first.” As one CIO noted, “You are a general 
manager, with an IT specialism; other colleagues on the senior management 
team are also general managers first and foremost, bringing their own special-
isms to the top table.” An analyst interviewed commented that, just as CFOs are 
not expected to be good bookkeepers, “CIOs need to be far more dynamic, com-
mercially minded, and communicative . . . Being a good code writer or database 
developer isn’t enough. In fact, it may not be necessary at all. Being a capable 
business leader, who understands the minutiae of every aspect of the business 
is. . . . They have to be an influencer, not just a doer or a firefighter. Specific IT 
skills are likely to be considerably less important than leadership skills, program 
management experience, communications, and commercial common sense.”

This position was supported by the CIO of a media group: “I’m expected 
to have the same degree of fluency in finance, marketing, HR, legal and regula-
tory, general management, and a whole host of other areas as my peers on the 
board. And rightly so—that’s absolutely central to the notion of management 
and good governance.” Personal skills underpinning leadership are important, 
and the majority of interviewees lamented that many CIOs are lacking in this 
area, sometimes significantly. As a director of an investment bank stated, “In 
terms of barriers, the most critical one is skills [competencies]. There are very 
few IT experts who are also great leaders and motivators. But any legitimate 
senior management role requires business fluency, leadership and communica-
tion skills, vision, analytical abilities, and so on. It is rare to find an IT person 
with that sort of mix. . . . The CIO has to be just as adept in front of a room 
full of analysts as the CEO or CFO. He or she has to be able to make informed 
contributions to board meetings covering everything from HR policy to annual 
results.”

During the interviews we heard of many occasions where so called 
“good” and competent IT managers were promoted into a CIO role. One 
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interviewee, a director at an investment bank, noted that this often results in 
failure “because he or she lacks vision, management experience, and leadership 
skills.” He went on to note that he has “heard of many such stories. There’s a 
recent example of a European telecoms company that promoted its IT director to 
CIO—and to cut a long story short—Accenture had to be brought in to undo the 
mess he made.”

Once the business leadership role of the CIO is acknowledged, the compe-
tencies14 that my research uncovered15 mirrored most of those identified by pre-
vious researchers (see Sidebar 1 for a summary of these). A CIO of a distribution 
company responded, “I think communication is one of them. An ability to relate 
to the business management in the business, to focus on their issues, to com-
municate about the opportunities that IS/IT could help with to improve things 
for them.” The CIO of a global transport organization elaborated, noting, “CIOs 
get nowhere if they can’t articulate themselves very well, because too often they 
come across very technically, perhaps they’re not great communicators in getting 
their point across and will stumble a little bit when getting their cases across—
none of that is acceptable. When you want to operate at a management board 
level, you need to be able to stand up and give as good a performance as the 
CFO of the company. It’s as simple as that and if you can’t do that, you shouldn’t 
be in the job. So, those fundamental communication skills and the ability to 
articulate complex technical matters to an audience that is totally non-technical 
is vital in that role and it’s only those kind of things that give you the credibility 
out there with any of those communities that you are dealing with to actually 
move forward as a CIO.”

The turnaround CIO echoed this sentiment, noting that it was important 
that he was “somebody they could trust, somebody who understood what their 
needs were. Very approachable, engaging, understanding—softer skills, I guess. 
Part of that was honesty—if it’s not working, then tell them that. They also want 
to know what you want them to do to help out.” The CEO of a European tele-
communications company pondered, when commenting on the attributes of a 
successful CIO, “I think there’s a personal element to this. The CIO has to be of 
the same caliber as other senior managers. You can’t have an IT manager try-
ing to act as a CIO—you have to have someone who is as commercially capable, 
credible and experienced as other board members. For example, these days we 
expect a CFO to be far more than just an accountant, and I think increasingly, 
companies are coming to have the same expectations of CIOs. Being a com-
petent IT engineer is a hygiene factor—being an outstanding manager is what 
really counts.”

The CIO of the UK retailer owned by a Hong Kong parent company 
commented on the importance of being able to navigate the political landscape, 
“There are a lot of politics within the parent company and even though we work 
at a distance, you have to establish personal contact with these people. The guy 
in Hong Kong [Group CIO] runs 31 retailers so only speaks to me infrequently—
hopefully when they want to invest and rarely when they have a problem. I 
have to speak to his PA and make the effort to meet him personally when he’s 
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SIDEBAR 1. CIO Competencies

Leadership

driving the organization forward in the use of it

creating a set of value expectations shared across all areas of the business in relation to it

influencing key stakeholders

growing and developing own leadership team

Visionary

envisioning options and opportunities (both operational and strategic)

an advocate for new technology

Strategic Thinker

holistic view of business

contributing to strategy discussions

Relationship Builder

expressing empathy, listening, and being passionate

Diplomat

collaborating with colleagues to achieve “win-win” 

building personal networks across the organization

creating the right impression

Deliverer

achieving credibility with both business and technical people through successful delivery 
of projects and programs 

maintaining cost efficient IT operations and services

managing risk

meeting expectations

Reading the Market

using the marketplace appropriately for sourcing

commercial acumen

understanding risk

networking externally with peers
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in Europe, as he doesn’t always come to the UK. It’s all about personal relation-
ships even if it’s just for 30-45 minutes; you have to understand the cultural 
environment that you work in not only in the UK, but also in Hong Kong. The 
Chinese place a massive store on integrity and if you break the trust it’s almost 
impossible to repair that trust.”

One additional competence highlighted in this research, that has not 
been previously identified, is the ability to read and use the external market for 
potentially sourcing IT services and to understand risk. Most of the CIOs inter-
viewed stressed that this was becoming an increasingly important area for them, 
particularly with the advent of “the cloud” and software-as-a-service (SaaS). 
Many recounted stories where the vendor was either not delivering or “over-
cooking” a solution. For example, the CIO of a global insurance company told 
the story of a project that he inherited from the previous incumbent when he 
took on his new role: “When I got here, there was a program for an intranet—
and I took one look at it and said let’s do it for half the cost in half the time. We 
were basically getting taken for a ride by a big vendor.”

The CIO of a global broadcasting corporation was more critical in his 
views of external vendors: “It’s more that they are painting a distorted picture 
of reality. When it boils down to it, the vendors’ objective is to sell massive IT 
projects. And so it’s in their interests to encourage the creation of a situation in 
which there is one person, who sits at a very senior level, who has access to a 
big budget, and who can sign checks for enormous projects. And of course it also 
makes sense to constantly remind the world how important and special these 
people are. . . . I very rarely encounter a CIO who is commercially competent 
and confident and clear enough in his or her thinking to be able to push back 
against the vendors. I’m quite happy to accept that IT is complicated. But by the 
same token, vendors do their level best to make it more complicated—because 
it suits their interests to do so. . . . A more important factor is the hype gener-
ated by vendors. They are constantly bombarding companies with messages that 
are designed to make them think that, unless they have a CIO and spend huge 
amounts on long-term IT projects, they will fail miserably. It’s essentially emo-
tional blackmail—but I suspect in some cases, it works.”

The importance of external networking was also stressed by a number 
of CIO interviewees. The Group CIO of a transport company commented, “The 
other thing that I find fundamentally important as a CIO is I spend a large por-
tion of my time (and it’s no fun to do as we’re already working long hours) 
going out to events with suppliers and with fellow peers. I spend a lot of time 
talking with the BPs [energy], BMIs [airline], British Airways—we get together 
and we spend time discussing what’s coming down the line, what’s worked for 
various people, etcetera. It is that network of contacts that will allow you to 
respond—not white board type of response or hear about new technology that 
sounds really great, but the warts and all type of response to people and they 
really appreciate that.”
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The IT Savviness of the CxO Team 
(see Figure 1, boxes 2, 8, and 9)

Perhaps the one factor that stood out from the interview data was the 
critical importance of the IT savviness of the senior leadership team. This sav-
viness was referred to by many of the interviewees. Phrases like “IT fluency,” 
“digital literacy,” and “IT literacy” were frequently used by informants dur-
ing interviews to capture this aspect. As a Director at a global investment bank 
noted, “I think another enabler [of a CIO’s ability to deliver against expecta-
tions] is the level of IT literacy of the rest of the management team. The more 
the management team understands IT, the more likely it is that the CIO will be 
able to negotiate expectations in an informed and rational manner, and deliver 
them.”

IT savviness is not about the ability of senior management to use e-mail 
or build PowerPoint presentations or construct spreadsheet models, it is a rec-
ognition of how IT can affect performance, both operationally and strategically. 
In addition, it is about understanding how IT generates business value and what 
the role of non-IT executives is in that quest. This savviness also determines the 
extent to which the CxO leadership team engages in IT matters: both in IT deci-
sion-making processes and in the IT value-creating process itself. Without this 
savviness, the CIO is often left to his/her own devices, with little engagement 
from peers. One CIO recounted his experiences at a previous company: “The 
CEO always saw IT as a technological subject and struggled to talk to me about 
anything to do with the business and where it related to IT.”

There was a strong suggestion from that data that this lack of savviness 
can have major business implications. As a Director of a private equity firm 
noted, “Most companies don’t yet see IT as a core, strategic driver of value in 
their business; as a result they don’t see the CIO role as being especially impor-
tant. IT is seen as a hygiene factor—and only becomes an issue of importance 
when it stops working or goes over budget. It’s not thought of in strategic terms; 
nor in terms of top-line growth or bottom-line performance. All of which means 
that there is limited understanding of the role of the CIO, and its potential 
importance to the business.”

The Director of a global investment bank was more somber in his 
assessment: “There is little clear understanding of the role of the CIO—and its 
potential importance—because there is such limited understanding of IT as a dis-
cipline. The majority of executives have lamentable IT fluency—and don’t seem 
particularly troubled by the fact. Yet they would never be so blasé about, say, a 
lack of understanding of finance or marketing—because they know they would 
be vilified by peers. Yet somehow, being ignorant about IT is not seen as a major 
problem for business people. Except of course it is.”

The implications of a lack of IT savviness of the CxO team was illustrated 
by a partner in a management consultancy firm who recounted the story of a 
recent assignment with a large FMCG company that had decided to sell off one 
of its operating companies. “Unfortunately this strategy was not known to the 
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IT director when SAP was implemented and, as a result, when they started the 
process of selling the company, they found that the IT system for that one oper-
ating unit couldn’t be “unplugged” from the rest of the organization. Potential 
buyers realized that they would have to create an entirely new IT system from 
scratch—and modified their valuations of the company accordingly. A very sig-
nificant value was lost—simply because the Board didn’t recognize the impor-
tance of involving IT when considering the long term future of the company.” 
A similar sentiment was expressed by the CIO of a large global law firm who is 
not on the senior management team (he reported to the Director of Business 
Services): “We’re often involved far too late or in the latter stages and we’re not 
hearing some of the early dialogue.”

The consequence of not understanding what IT could potentially con-
tribute or how IT generates value was starkly illustrated by the experiences of a 
CIO when he worked for a European Business Services company: “I don’t think 
they quite understood what my contribution could be. They didn’t understand 
the business engagement side of IT and I spent quite a lot of my time selling 
that—the stuff like projects going live, the need for change management and the 
business ownership of IT solutions wasn’t good. The expectation of me was to 
deliver, but when I said I couldn’t deliver successfully without you playing your 
role in this project, there was quite a lot of surprise.”

Yet, what can happen when that IT savviness is present was vividly illus-
trated by one CIO of a media organization: “At the executive board level, it’s 
generally good [understanding]. I think the Board understands that IT and tech-
nology are no longer just operational issues that sit in the background. That’s 
partly because of the change we’ve seen in our business, and the fact that all 
things digital are an unavoidable part of the media world today.”

The extent of this IT savviness among the top management team is pos-
sibly the crucial factor in ultimately determining whether the value generated 
from IT investments is optimized. Recounting his previous experiences in other 
organizations, the CEO of a European telecommunications organization com-
mented, “In terms of enablers, I think the overall IT literacy of the senior man-
agement team is the most important. If the CIO and the rest of the management 
team can understand one another, then setting expectations is functionally eas-
ier.” This view was echoed by a partner in a global management consulting firm: 
“If the other members of the senior management team have no understanding 
of IT or its power as a strategic lever, then the CIO has little hope of setting and 
managing expectations, or delivering against them. So IT literacy across the 
senior management team, and indeed the company at large, can be either a bar-
rier or an enabler—though right now, for the most part, it’s a barrier [in most 
companies].” Sidebar 2 presents the experience of a CIO who worked for two 
different CEOs in the same organization.

As depicted in the model, my analysis reveals that this CxO IT savviness 
influences four key factors:

the contribution of IT to the strategy of the organization (box 8),

the operating model for IT (box 9),
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CxO expectations (box 3—discussed in a separate section), and

the involvement of CxOs in IT decision-making processes (box 5—dis-
cussed in a separate section).

SIDEBAR 2. A Tale of Two CEOs

One of the CIOs interviewed worked for a European Business Services organization and 
experienced first hand the impact of CEO IT savvy. When he was first hired, he reported 
directly into the newly appointed CEO of the company and was a key member of the senior 
management team. Prior to his appointment, IT only “looked after the plumbing.” This new 
CEO was strongly of the opinion that information and knowledge drove the business and that 
IT offered opportunities to be exploited. He gave the CIO the mandate to drive a transfor-
mation and innovation agenda. However, not all of the senior management team were of the 
same view as the CEO; as the CIO recounted, the “process of decision-making prioritization, 
governance around the value-add of the IT activity was completely new to them. They quite 
naively thought that if they asked IT to do something they would just do it and they didn’t 
have to actually play a role. So [with the support of the CEO] lots of education about their 
role and what IT projects actually looked like. We had a hard and fast rule—every project had 
a project manager and a sponsor in the business who attended the weekly project meeting to 
try and have some rules and practical actions to underpin the education.” The CIO regularly 
interacted with customers and business partners and was party to discussions about poten-
tial acquisitions and part of all due diligence efforts. With the active support of the CEO, he 
introduced strong IT governance; the CEO chaired the IT Steering committee. Again, with the 
support of the CEO, he pushed responsibility for many aspect of IT out to colleagues from the 
business. No IT investment went ahead without strong business sponsorship. He developed 
a strong internal network and had credibility as a deliverer ; although he would admit this was 
achieved as there was strong business involvement in all IT-enabled change projects (there 
were no IT projects!).

Four years into his tenure the CEO was headhunted to a new organization. His replacement 
had a completely different perspective on IT. He saw it as a cost of doing business, and, more 
strikingly, a cost to be minimized. He also brought some key executives with him and changed 
the reporting structure, with the CIO now reporting into the CFO and relinquishing his place 
on the top management team. The new CEO did not see why he should attend steering com-
mittee meetings, with the result that the CIO took over as chairman of this forum although 
it very soon disintegrated, as attendance was poor. Taking their cue from the CEO, the new 
members of the management team were reluctant to assume any responsibility for IT and 
were slow to engage in IT issues. To cap matters off, the CEO felt that the company was 
spending too much on IT and sought a significant reduction in the IT budget. The CIO saw 
the role as having regressed “and this business about process, innovation, and perhaps informa-
tion is [now] not perceived as being a significant part of that person’s [CIO’s] responsibility” 
although he was unsure where it did resided. He was at pains to point out that he didn’t have 
a poor relationship with the CEO—he described it more one of frustration—but that the 
CEO “saw IT as a technology subject and struggled to talk to [the CIO] about anything to do 
with the business and where it related to IT.” Within months, the CIO had resigned.
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With the lack of IT savviness, the potential for deploying IT strategi-
cally can be lost. The data reveal that there is still today a polarized view of IT 
within CxO teams. They either see IT as an administrative expense, a cost to be 
minimized, or an enabler of strategic opportunity. In the words of one of the 
interviews: “IT is typically seen as a hygiene factor, not a major driver of value, 
in most companies.” One investment banker interviewed noted that “most com-
panies—including many high-technology companies—still see IT as a second 
order issue. It is not perceived as a major driver for growth, so in terms of repre-
sentation, it gets relegated to the lower echelons of management. . . . They don’t 
seem to be able to envisage IT as a key driver for growth, or as an integral part of 
their overall strategy.” The implications of this can be profound. A leading Euro-
pean IS academic outlined the consequences: “We all know, given the history of 
this field, if your senior manager thinks that IT is an operational function with 
no strategic value, it’s a cost center with no innovation possible, then they will 
manage it that way. If the CIO buys into that same view then they’re aligned as 
managers but they’re going to get very little value from managing IT other than 
as a cost.”

If the strategy of the organization is strongly shaped by IT, the demands 
placed on the CIO will be different than those where IT plays a less central role. 
As a senior telecom analyst noted, “If you think about it, the role of the CIO is 
defined by the business of the company. What I mean is that a CIO for a low-
volume, high-margin fashion house is going to be very different from the role 
of a CIO in a major telecoms operator.”

The data also reveal that the view of IT held by the CxO team also influ-
ences both the operating model for IT and reporting relationships. The CIO of 
a Media Group commented, “I think many companies still see IT from the per-
spective of managing a cost base. And as a result, in many companies IT is han-
dled by an IT Director who reports to the FD [Finance Director].” The operating 
model for IT also plays a key role in determining the value derived from IT, and 
a lack of savviness can result in the adoption of a model that conflicts with the 
business operating model. The IT Director of a European Merchant Bank found 
herself fighting running battles with country CEOs. The business was run as a 
multi-local operation, where country CEOs had full responsibility for strategy 
and Profit and Loss (P&L). However, the bank ran IT as a centralized operation 
with investment determined at headquarters and development resource located 
at the center. With full P&L responsibility, country CEOs were not prepared to 
have IT systems imposed upon them by the center or to fund centrally devel-
oped systems.

Expectations of CxOs (see Figure 1, box 3)

What the data reveal is that CxO expectations are strongly influenced 
by the IT savviness of the senior leadership team. These expectations ultimately 
define the CIO role and the extent to which CxOs engage with IT issues. My 
data reveal a gap between what a CIO can expect the role to encompass and 
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what the CEO/CxOs often expect of the incumbent. One leading recruitment 
consultant expressed this succinctly when she noted that “most leadership teams 
[that she has dealt with] do not know what good is!” She went on to explain 
that their expectation for a new hire is typically framed by their experiences 
and, to some extent, the previous incumbent. If the IT infrastructure is brittle, 
shoring this up is the priority they set for recruiting a replacement. This senti-
ment was echoed wryly by the Group Finance Director of a global publishing 
and media business: “One of the main reasons why there are so few CIOs in the 
UK is simply that very few Chief Executives have ever met or are even aware of 
really good ones.” From the data, it seems that senior executive teams err on the 
side of a technologist for the role. One of the CIOs interviewed, who has worked 
in the role for many organizations, noted, “Where a company has never sampled 
anything different, then they naturally assume that this is what the CIO/IT 
director is all about [a technologist]. I have to say, when organizations like [his 
company] and others that I have been with, recognize that the CIO quite often 
doesn’t actually fully understand or is up to speed with the technology, but fun-
damentally understands how to drive an IS organization towards the business 
benefits, the whole relationship changes quite significantly. That is why we’re 
seeing that great difference.”

From the data, it would seem that expectations are framed by the his-
torical experiences that CxO have had with IT.16 The Group CIO of a global 
transport company commented, “You don’t know something better until you 
see it. What I mean by that is there is a raft of CIOs out there in the IS commu-
nity both in the UK and in international operations that call themselves CIOs, 
but they’re not CIOs. They are IT directors—there’s a massive difference by that 
and they tend to be very technically focused, very operationally focused, will 
drop everything as soon as their server goes down, still got their SMNs on telling 
them when their printer driver’s not working—they are probably 95% actually 
operationally focused. Now if you bring that to the table, senior executives of a 
company, whether CEOs or CFOs, they can instinctively tell they’re not talking 
the same language, they do not share the same mind space of what’s going on 
and so they’re seen as a service provider to the executive board of a company as 
opposed to someone who is part of the executive board of a company. That’s the 
fundamental difference.”

The lack of credibility from IT in general was seen as partially to blame. 
The CIO of a global insurance organization commented, “Why would a com-
pany want an IT guy on the board when IT so consistently fails? Given IT’s track 
record, companies are generally more comfortable with the CIO being a junior, 
apprentice executive.” Of course, this can be a catch-22 situation. Interviewees 
noted that failed projects and programs, often mean that business managers are 
reluctant to get involved in activities to improve success, therefore difficult to 
kick-start any recovery process.

The measures used by the CxOs to assess the performance of their CIO 
are a useful surrogate for what they expect. My data reveal that there is still 
confusion regarding the role and responsibilities of a CIO, in particular, the 
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mismatch between stated responsibilities and expressed performance metrics. 
Most of our CIO interviewees reported a variance between their aspirations 
for the role and how their performance is assessed by their c-level colleagues. 
Frequently, CIOs reported that their aspirations were in terms of supporting 
strategy, crafting the business direction, identifying disruptive technologies, and 
envisioning new opportunities enabled by IT. However, their CxO colleagues 
assessed their performance in terms of project delivery and maintaining ser-
vice levels. As a former CIO of an international pharmaceutical business noted, 
“unfortunately you are more often measured by . . . housekeeping rather than 
competitive performance and largely operational at that.” The CIO of a large UK 
retailer noted that in general CIOs are “judged in part by not having messed it 
up—operational stability is still key in retail.” This mismatch encapsulates the 
confusion between CxO and CIO expectations of the role.

A leading European academic suggested that a CIO can assess how his/
her contribution is viewed: “If the CEO of your business unit is putting together 
people for golf and business discussion over the weekend, would he consider the 
CIO amongst one of those foursomes, not because the CIO is a golf player but 
because at the 19th hole, there’s going to be a lot of business discussion and the 
CIO has to be a trusted member of the team—a colleague, not just a supporter 
of the team.”

Relationship between CIO and CEO and CxO Team 
(see Figure 1, box 4)

The data also reveal the pivotal roles of the relationship between the CIO 
and CEO and the CIO and CxO team.17 It suggests that without these strong 
relationships, the CIO is likely to struggle. The CIO of a global bank emphasized 
this: “I think it has got to be done [becoming part of the inner sanctum] by just 
building relationships and trust . . . I think, really, just to be seen as someone 
who can add value and get invited into the appropriate discussion. It’s a personal 
gravitas and the ability/communication skills of the individual.”

We questioned CIOs as to why they required strong relationships. The 
CIO of a global bank reported that strong relationships enable the CIO “to cre-
ate the empathy of a shared agenda so the individuals on the top table will have 
their own agendas, the collective agenda, and the most important thing is that 
we, through that, create development plans and create handcuffs that meet the 
shared agenda and the collective one. I think the relationship enables you to 
have the discussion and makes the politics more benign.” The consequence of a 
strong relationship was captured by the CIO of a global pharmaceutical company 
who suggested, “For big companies in the market, where there are opportunities 
on the horizon (it may not be next year), being able to have a relationship with 
the senior business people that results in early definition of a solution for the 
business to prepare itself and take advantage of new opportunities.”

A senior IT executive at a global pharmaceutical company emphasized 
that this relationship must translate into a strategic partnership. For him, this 
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means not just having “a seat at the table,” but also “a voice.” Commenting that 
the CIO must be a member of the most senior leadership team, he noted, “If 
you’re really talking about a strategic partnership, then I think you need a seat 
at the table, otherwise the perception is always you’re a supporting function, 
you’re an order taker and not someone who’s sharing in the agenda for strate-
gic change within the organization. It’s either are you a cost center or a busi-
ness capability that can add value? There is evidence of companies in our sector 
where the CIO sits on the senior executive team where the contribution of IS is 
held in higher esteem.”

The CIO of a global bank suggested the genesis of the situation that can 
ultimately define the relationship that CIOs have with the leadership team: “I 
think the key is if the Chief Exec makes the technology the common enemy and 
so is always, if only jokingly, talking down technology delivery and not under-
standing the delivery of anything in the technology space as a partnership. It is 
very hard to turn that round.” Thus, the influence of IT savviness of the CxO 
team is again emphasized as an important pre-requisite for having the kind of 
productive relationship necessary for IT to add value.

IT Decisions as Business Decisions (see Figure 1, box 5)

The data highlight the importance of involving business executives in 
IT-related decisions such as developing strategy and investment prioritization.18

Without this involvement, interviewees were unanimous that the CIO will 
struggle. Equally, the data reveal that the CIO has also to be closely involved in 
business decision making. The CEO of a European Telecommunications com-
pany commented, “Another important enabler is the extent to which the CIO 
is involved in decision making. If the CIO is one step removed from decision 
making, then he or she is always playing catch up—and IT is always on the back 
foot. Unless the CIO is fully integrated into the decision-making process, he 
or she is never going to be able to deliver against expectations—because those 
expectations will be set without the CIO’s full involvement.”

This situation was reinforced by the CIO of a distribution organization: 
“Because the issues that the CIO could contribute to come down the cascade, 
quite often too late, and are diluted in their expression to the CIO. The time for 
changing the thinking is then a little bit late. The time to influence the rest of 
management thinking has gone and you are kind of back tracking.” The partner 
in a global management consulting organization suggested, “When IT depart-
ments are not involved in decision making, they are not able to meaningfully 
manage expectations. As a result, IT leaders tend to have to spend a lot of their 
time and energy fighting fires. Conversely, where they are involved in decision 
making, they have the opportunity to design, plan, and execute in a way that is 
tightly integrated and synchronized with the rest of the business. There are so 
many examples of IT projects failing completely, or coming in late, over budget, 
and out-of-sync with the needs of the company. And this is a sort of vicious 
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circle—the more IT projects fail, the less likely IT will be involved in decision 
making, and hence, the more likely future IT projects will continue to fail.”

Why a CIO needs early involvement in decision making was identified by 
the CIO of a global transport company: “How you know you’re doing a good job 
. . . is when senior members of the board (I’m talking from a CIO’s perspective 
here) are phoning you and asking your opinion and asking you to join in discus-
sions—that’s really the critical area that I look at that tells me I’m getting it right 
and doing a good job and they’re not phoning me up because their Blackberry 
doesn’t work. They’re phoning me up because they’re saying we’re going to buy 
[company name] in North America and we’re worried about how we integrate 
that. We need you (that’s the three words) as a part of the team to determine 
how we can do that successfully and the discussions that you’re having aren’t 
about we need this number of servers or whatever else, it’s about how are we 
going to manage this change both culturally with the people, with the unions, 
with whatever. When you’re at that level of discussion, that’s really the case to 
me that you’re delivering significantly to an organization.”

The director of a global investment bank suggested that CIO involve-
ment in business decision making is a good proxy for the extent to which IT is 
integrated into business activities: “In terms of enablers, I think the most impor-
tant is the extent to which IT is integrated into the rest of the business. To start 
with, IT has to be involved in decision making, otherwise it tends to head off in 
its own direction. The more CIOs or their equivalents are involved in defining 
the direction of the company, the more they can meaningfully contribute to the 
performance of the business. The problem is, in many companies, IT is rarely 
involved in important decisions. And so it gets condemned to a dynamic of proj-
ect followed by project followed by project—many of which are fighting fires 
and plugging holes, as IT struggles to keep up.”

IT Value Realization Processes (see Figure 1, box 6)

The vast majority of the CIOs interviewed for this research stressed the 
key role of CxOs and other executives in ultimately realizing value from IT 
investments. Managing the change associated with IT projects and programs was 
emphasized time and time again by interviewees as the cornerstone of the value 
realization process.19 For example, the global CIO of a manufacturing firm, who 
also sits on the board of the company, noted, “IT is irrelevant without the busi-
ness change to go with it.” He recounted a recent implementation of Salesforce.
com where promised changes in sales group behaviors didn’t materialize and the 
project floundered. This sentiment was similarly echoed by many of those inter-
viewed. The CIO of a biotech company stressed the “engagement of the business, 
particularly of the sponsors, in major change that they’re advocating through 
the organization. Getting the message across that we’re in this together in imple-
menting any change and fundamentally it’s not done by IS, it will be down to 
the business. If the business doesn’t buy into that proposition, it isn’t going to 
succeed.” He went on to emphasize, “Business commitment to the changes they 
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have signed up for as in new projects rather than the operational stuff. . . .
Around projects, the business committing the necessary resources for them to 
change. For example, while going through JD Edwards' replacement of SAP and 
getting not just the people available, but the best people out of the business to 
help with those transitions from one to the other.”

Some CIOs went even further, highlighting that IT is ultimately a change 
function. The CIO of a global insurance organization emphasized, “IT teams 
are meant to be delivering new value—it’s a very different game to finance. 
Getting the accounting right, that is hugely important, it it’s actually a clearly 
defined and relatively predictable process. IT is much more diverse, and far less 
predictable.”

The CIO’s Own Leadership Team (see Figure 1, box 7)

Interviewees were unanimous that the operational performance of IT 
does matter. As the CIO of a distribution company noted, “Yes it’s very hard to 
talk about innovation if the screens go blank every time.” Delivering operational 
performance gives CIOs credibility as they engage with business colleagues.20

In this regard, the importance of the CIO’s own leadership team and 
the abilities of that team were stressed during the interviews. Ultimately, it is 
through this team that required IT capabilities are delivered. Talent management 
and “growing great performers”—as the retired CIO of a global pharmaceutical 
company expressed it –were seen as crucially important. Perhaps the CIO of a 
UK police force captured this sentiment best when he noted that he needed a 
“really great IT team to help [him] deliver.” The partner in an investment bank 
who works closely with clients in merger and acquisition activity commented on 
his experience in assessing the IT capability of target companies: “It’s the capa-
bilities of the individual [CIO] and the corresponding team that count.”

The importance of this team to IT delivery was explained by the Head of 
Technology at a UK Retailer, “I think he [the CIO] needs a really good manage-
ment team to rely on those people to take away some of the stuff that can clog 
up a CIO’s work—if you’re not careful it may mean you can’t concentrate on 
some of the big issues. Another enabler—the quality of the staff generally in IT is 
important as well—you need to know you have the right skills. Whether sourc-
ing internally or externally, you need to be able to rely on the people.”

Given the time that CIOs spend on working with business colleagues, the 
need for a strong leadership team was stressed by many of the interviewees. The 
CIO of a media group elaborated on this point, “Speaking personally, I prob-
ably spend about 60% of my time working on plans for the future, and 40% on 
day-to-day [business] operational issues.” He estimated that approximately 80% 
of his time was spent “away from IT” and that he was utterly dependent on his 
team.

This latter point was emphasized by most of the interviewees, with CIO-
sacknowledging the quality of their own leadership team having a major impact 
on what they can and cannot achieve. The CIO of a public sector/property 
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management organization emphasized the “quality of individuals within my 
team. Having very good knowledge of technical and information delivery and 
having the ability to deliver those. Also being able to work with the business and 
talking to people within the business at their level.”

Despite this dependency, many of the CIOs interviewed experienced 
problems in hiring senior staff with the right skills, experience, and attitude for 
their own leadership team. The CIO of a global insurance company noted, “It’s 
difficult to find enough people with the right mix of skills—the deep IT under-
standing combined with broad commercial acumen.” The CIO of a global manu-
facturing company recounted his experiences: “I’ve had some major problems 
recruiting the people who I think are capable of delivering on a strategy. The IT 
world is still full of infrastructure people. It’s all well and good to have a chosen 
few shouting from the rooftops effecting change, but I’ve struggled with the abil-
ity of a wider theme to deliver. It has a knock-on effect on credibility of course; 
I think the CIO’s never going to be effective until he brings his own team along. 
That’s difficult.”

The majority of the CIOs interviewed stressed the importance of building 
and developing their own team. The recently retired CIO of a global pharmaceu-
tical company recommends that CIOs spend at least 25% of their time with their 
own staff. This he saw as necessary to “grow great performers.” Given that the 
CIO will be spending considerable time with business colleagues as well as with 
customers and business partners, these conversations need to be translated into 
work requirements. The message from the data is that a CIO is only as good as 
the team that surrounds him/her.

Implications

In his recent bestseller Outliers, Malcolm Gladwell argues that success 
(and failure) is not defined or shaped by a single event but can usually be traced 
to the confluence of a number of factors.21 The research reported in this article 
strongly suggests that the same logic applies to CIOs, their effectiveness and ulti-
mately the impact of IT on business performance. The data reveal that it is not 
just about an incumbent in the position possessing the “right” competencies, 
these are necessary but not sufficient; in fact, it was argued earlier in this article 
that these competencies are common across all CxOs. Other factors also influ-
ence the ability of the CIO to generate value from IT—or more correctly, the 
ability of the organization to optimize this value. The findings from this research 
emphasize that this quest cannot be enshrined in an individual role, but demand 
a collective responsibility from all in the C-suite.22

What the research also indicates is that focusing solely on personal com-
petencies for the CIO role is likely to be a fruitless endeavor. While possessing 
these competencies is obviously important for a CIO, it is unlikely these are any 
different from those required for other leadership roles. This also suggests that 
focusing solely on the role (i.e., of the CIO) is unlikely to result in much prog-
ress; much of the contemporary research explores the evolving role of the CIO. 



Unlocking the Performance of the Chief Information Officer (CIO)

CALIFORNIA MANAGEMENT REVIEW  VOL. 52, NO. 4  SUMMER 2010  CMR.BERKELEY.EDU 91

More fruitful is to begin with what is being sought, i.e., optimizing business 
value through IT, and examine how the CIO and senior leadership team as a 
unit can contribute to this quest.

Perhaps the most clear-cut finding from the research is that hiring the 
“right” man or woman for the job and expecting any historical problems with IT 
to just disappear is based on a false hope. The data reveal that central to the suc-
cess of the CIO is the IT savviness of the CEO and CxO team.23 The implication 
is that before hiring a new CIO, the CxO team should take a close look at the 
environment within which he/she will operate. This savviness, or digital literacy 
as some interviewees describe it, leads to the development of a shared vision24

across the organization, which is a key to strategic alignment25 and ultimately to 
optimizing value from IT investments.26

The model developed in this article highlights that this savviness influ-
ences the role of IT in the strategy of the organization and the IT operating 
model. It also sets CxO expectations for the CIO role, frames the CEO relation-
ship with the CIO and affects CxO involvement and engagement in IT decision-
making processes, as well as in IT value-realization processes.

However, it is worth recounting that IT has been around organizations for 
over fifty years and yet demonstrated IT savvy among non-IT leaders and execu-
tives does not seem to have evolved. There are exceptions, but, by and large, 
business leaders are seen as lacking the level of literacy to ensure that IT plays a 
key role in their organization, both operationally and strategically. This observa-
tion is made despite the fact that research has long highlighted the key role of 
top management involvement in IT success.27 While the research reported here 
identifies the factors that this savviness affects, it seems that CxO savviness has 
not improved over the years. This situation must raise serious questions about 
the content of MBA programs and the focus of corporate executive development 
efforts. The problems that most organizations encounter with IT are less about 
the CIO and more about the shortcomings of CEOs and CxOs.

While it is clear that the leadership of IT is no different than the leader-
ship one would expect at the top of the organization, the research highlights a 
number of specific leadership challenges that a CIO faces. The first is securing the 
engagement and active involvement of business colleagues in IT issues, particu-
larly in decision making concerning information and IT and IT value realization. 
If this is not forthcoming, generating value through IT (via IT-enabled change 
projects and programs) will be severely compromised. This quest demands a 
collective responsibility. This is perhaps the most demanding of the challenges to 
overcome, as it requires deeply held beliefs and assumptions to be addressed. As 
the interviews reveal, in many companies IT continues to be seen as a technical 
issue not a business imperative.

A second challenge is demonstrating and proving value from IT spend. 
The data highlighted that this can be a major task. A director of a private equity 
firm captured this succinctly when he noted, “It’s still very difficult to measure 
the effectiveness of IT. Certainly within the context of due diligence, assessing IT 
is the most frustrating and complex piece.” There are so many variables that can 



Unlocking the Performance of the Chief Information Officer (CIO)

 UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA, BERKELEY  VOL. 52, NO. 4  SUMMER 2010  CMR.BERKELEY.EDU92

influence business outcomes and it is difficult, if not impossible, to isolate the IT 
contribution. The easiest measures to put in place relate to the performance of 
technology, such as uptime and availability; however, these are necessary but 
not sufficient. Today, most firms could not function without their IT systems, so 
there must be some value accruing from IT investments. However, establishing 
appropriate metrics to report this value remains elusive.

A third challenge is to overcome the IT stereotype. Many of the inter-
viewees referred to the problems this can raise for not just getting engagement 
and involvement of business executives, but also in setting expectations As soon 
as a CIO or any IT executive walks into a room, the audience has an immediate 
impression of what he or she can and cannot do. CIO interviewees strongly indi-
cated that this can represent a significant barrier to CIO effectiveness. One aspect 
of the stereotype, highlighted by the CIOs interviewed, was that they are not 
considered “to be business players.”

While the interviewees agree that a newly appointed CIO coming to the 
position with a positive reputation can dent the stereotype image, they also 
agree that it is still a considerable barrier to overcome. The Head of Technol-
ogy at a UK Retailer commented, “Sometimes there is an image problem with 
IT—they [his business colleagues] don’t understand where we’re trying to get to. 
There are some stereotypes. . . . IT is good at telling the business what it can’t do 
rather than saying well, we could do this or if we did it this way.” The IT stereo-
type also influences how CxOs behave towards a CIO. As the turnaround CIO 
interviewed noted, the “CIO is typically regarded as being a technical person and 
so only interested in technical matters and discussions and almost excluded from 
discussions around critical business issues.”

It was, however, suggested that the CIO him/herself can reinforce the ste-
reotype and consequently their credibility. As the CIO of a global pharmaceutical 
company commented, “If you have someone who is a geek [as a CIO], they will 
be put in the geek role and only expected to contribute to the narrow technical 
things like keeping the networks running, keeping the servers up, the opera-
tional stuff. Whereas if the person in the role is seen to understand the business 
and contribute to it, their role will be more highly valued at peer group level. If 
the IS executive is seen merely as a technician, that’s how they’ll be positioned 
in peoples’ minds and won’t be seen as really adding value to the business—just 
part of the support.”

A fourth challenge is creating a vision for IT. A leading European IS aca-
demic expressed this as “a vision of how [IT] resources can be leveraged and uti-
lized beyond simply competitive necessity.” In addition, the CIO must galvanize 
support among the CxO team as well as within his own leadership team around 
this vision.28 Here the CIO and CEO must work as one, as it is normally expected 
that this vision will come from the CEO, although the CIO can help in framing 
it.29

A fifth challenge for the CIO is building his/her own leadership team. 
There was unanimous agreement across the CIOs interviewed that they are only 
as good as their team. There was also a suggestion from the data that CIOs often 
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don’t recognize the time and effort required to build and develop this team. A 
number of CIOs lamented the challenge of finding staff with the right blend of 
skills and competencies for leadership roles in the IS organization. There was 
a suggestion from the majority of the interviewees that the CIO should look to 
build his/her own team rather than expect to hire directly from the market.30

Whether these challenges will pervade into the future is anyone’s guess. 
There was a suggestion by a number of those interviewed that, as we move into 
the future, these challenges will be lessened as IT savviness across the C-suite 
improves. As the CIO of a publishing/media organization noted, “as a function 
of time, I think it will be less and less acceptable for other board members to 
know little or nothing about IT—particularly in industries where IT is impor-
tant. I think board members will need to educate themselves about IT, because 
it has the potential to impact every other area of the business from marketing 
through to production and finance. It won’t be acceptable for board members to 
glaze over.” Why this situation exists was suggested by the group CIO of a global 
insurance organization, “Demographics is the most obvious. Look at the aver-
age board, and it’s mostly comprised of 65-year-old white men. These are people 
who grew up at a time when IT barely existed, and were cutting their teeth in 
business when IT wasn’t as pivotal as it is today.”

A key question that must be asked is whether a CIO can actually make 
a material contribution to the performance of a company? In response to this 
question, the partner in an investment bank noted, “Well to the extent that any 
member of an executive management team can, yes. But then it’s very rare for a 
specific individual to have a profound impact on the performance of a company; 
it’s usually teams who make a difference.” However, the message loud and clear 
from the data is that it cannot be a solo run. What, therefore, can a CIO offer? 
In response to this question, the CIO of a distribution company suggested, “New 
thinking about processes, different ways of doing business, better integration of 
business processes, better use of technology, better focus on business benefits 
and outcomes.” Promoting and facilitating this dialogue can help in the CxO 
team in framing the vision for IT. Creating an awareness of risk is also seen as 
an important function of a CIO.31

However, one interviewee cautioned, “companies need to know how to 
use a CIO—what outputs they should expect, what contribution to the bottom 
line, and so on. You can illustrate this problem quite clearly by thinking about 
a listed company doing an analyst or investor meeting. Generally speaking, the 
CEO will know how to direct questions to the CFO, the CMO, and so on. But 
I don’t think the same would be true with regard to the CIO—because I don’t 
think enough CEOs really understand what the CIO contributes—in theory and 
in practice.” As the model demonstrates, the lack of IT savvy across the top team 
can affect how the CIO role is defined and the expectations of the incumbent.

There was a suggestion by a number of the interviewees that the CIO 
role may be a transitory one. That is, if IT savviness becomes “infused” across 
the leadership team, there is some indication that the CIO role, as articulated 
today, may eventually become redundant. In this regard, a word of caution was 
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expressed by the CEO of a European telecommunications company, who com-
mented, “maybe what companies should really be focusing on is not the creation 
of a CIO role, but the infusion of IT and information through every role, and 
every aspect of the business. . . . And I think as time passes, senior managers 
will come under pressure to become more IT literate. I think we’ll see IT ele-
ments find their way into a wide range of job descriptions and managers’ tar-
gets and objectives. Companies will increasingly recognize that IT has to be an 
integrated part of many, if not all, senior management roles. It won’t be accept-
able to have a situation in which the CEO, CFO, or any other manager does not 
understand the ins and outs of the company’s IT systems and strategy. I think it’s 
clear that digital capabilities are becoming more important for companies across 
almost all industries, and as a result, digital literacy—in the form of IT literacy—
will become increasingly important for all business leaders.”

However, there is still a requirement for someone in the organization 
to have overall responsibility for the integrity of the technology platform and 
enterprise-wide information infrastructure and to orchestrate the technology 
roadmap. This might suggest that the evolution from an IT manager to CIO 
might eventually return to that of an IT manager or VP for IT. However, if past 
progress is anything to go by, we are probably some considerable time away 
from this situation.

Conclusion

Organizations are today fundamentally dependent on their IT systems; 
indeed, few could survive for long without them. Yet all the evidence points to 
the fact that organizations are struggling with IT. Blame for this situation is typi-
cally placed at the door of the CIO. The research reported in this paper indicates 
that this blame is misplaced, due in large part to inappropriate expectations of 
the CIO role. Instead, it must be understood that the IT savviness of the CEO 
and senior leadership team are pivotal to the realization of IT value in today’s 
organizations.

APPENDIX

Research Design
The research reported in this paper was first framed by a careful reading 

of the research literature; much of this literature can be gleaned from the end-
notes. This enabled some high-level themes to be determined. Then, to explore 
in more detail the role of the CIO in today’s organization, 42 in-depth interviews 
were undertaken with both current and former CIOs, CxOs, analysts, and indus-
trial commentators. They were selected for the study using theoretical sampling, 
which is based on their theoretical relevance for furthering the development of 
emerging categories. Data were collected following an unstructured data col-
lection protocol (see below). While an initial set of questions were developed, 
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keyed to themes identified from the literature, interviewees were given consid-
erable latitude over what they wanted to say and how they said it. Through a 
snowballing effect, the interview questions evolved in response to the content of 
earlier interviews. Further probing of interviewees, often requiring an additional 
interview, was sometimes necessary in order to seek clarification and elaboration 
on points made during the initial interview.

All the interviews, with the exception of three, were recorded and tran-
scribed (detailed notes were taken where interviews were not recorded). When 
the interviews were complete, all the transcripts were read in order to form 
a general impression of the data. The data were analyzed using the constant 
comparative method and theoretical comparisons of joint coding and analysis 
of qualitative data. About 60% of the categories and concepts developed for the 
model were “in vivo” codes. The remainder were labels placed on categories by 
the researcher based on the meaning the categories evoked during comparative 
examination of the data.

Data analysis started as soon as the first interview was conducted. Initially 
categories were identified during interviews, which were written down as field 
notes. From interview transcripts of the recorded interviews open, axial, and 
selective coding was undertaken. Detailed line-by-line open coding was carried 
out at the outset of the study, which helped to generate the initial categories, 
their properties, and their dimensions.

The next stage of the analysis was axial coding, where the categories, 
properties, and dimensions were integrated to form relationship among the cat-
egories. These categories and concepts were then grouped together to form clus-
ters that might have conceptual value in identifying patterns, similarities, and 
differences in the data. Finally, in order to ensure the full integration of the con-
cepts, theoretical sampling was carried out to gather more data about the catego-
ries that we had; this was conducted until all categories were saturated. Memos 
were written as the researcher went through the three stages of the analysis.

Data Collection Instrument
The data collection instrument was structured around a number of 

themes, identified from the research literature, which the interviewer sought 
to explore with the interviewees. The questions, and how each was posed, var-
ied depending on whether a CIO/IT Director, CxO, or analyst/consultant/aca-
demic was being interviewed. These high-level themes are listed below together 
with some sample questions. Background information on each interviewee, 
their current position, and organization they worked for was also gathered.

Degree of Clarity of the CIO Role

What is a CIO? What role does a CIO perform in an organization? What 
expectations do you/ does the CEO/CxO have of you and your role?

Competencies Required for CIO Success

What are the attributes that make a CIO “good”? Can you describe the 
attributes of a CIO you would consider as adding significant value to the 
organization?
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Understanding the Need for a CIO

Do you think a CIO can make a material contribution to a company’s 
performance? What factors affect the need—real or perceived—for a CIO 
in any given company?

Performance of CIO

Why do you think some CIOs struggle in their role? What are the factors 
that make your (CIO) job easier to do? What factors contribute to the 
success of a CIO? What are the challenges you face in your role? Do you 
think the absence of a CIO on the Senior Management Group can have 
an impact on organizational performance?

A CIO's Ability to Deliver against Senior Management Expectations

What are the criteria that members of the leadership team use to evaluate 
you/CIO performance? What are the enablers (e.g., regular review meet-
ings) that help you/CIO to deliver the expectations? What are the barriers 
(e.g., politics) that prevent you/CIO from delivering on these expecta-
tions? Why do you think these barriers exist? Do you have difficulties in 
delivering the expectations of the role? What is contributing to these dif-
ficulties? What are you doing to overcome these difficulties? What would 
most assist you in delivering on the expectation of the role? Do you find 
that there is a stereotypical image of a CIO? What is the impact of the 
stereotype?

The Evolution of the CIO Role

Do you think that the CIO role will change in the future? In longer term 
do you think the role will exist? Why? What are the 2-3 biggest changes 
you expect to see with the CIO role as it evolves in the future? Will any 
scope change cause a consequential change in the skills/competencies 
required for the role? What are the headlines of such required compe-
tence changes?
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