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If you wanted to speak to the CEO before 1950,
chances are you were looking for the chief
electrification officer. This was the person who
quite literally ‘kept the lights on’ by managing
electrical generating and distribution systems
as companies switched from steam engines and
water power to electric motors. If you're living in a
developed country, this term has long since been
confined to the history books. The modern CEO,
or chief executive officer, is the person at the

head of the table in control of business direction.

Responsibility for keeping the lights on, at least in
metaphoricalterms, nowsits with chiefinformation
officers. They must keep the technology systems
that power today’s business running smoothly,
providing business users with quick and easy
access to relevant tools and information, while at

the same time maintaining high levels of security
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and regulatory compliance. It's a complex job and
can sometimes feel like a thankless task. Like the
goalkeeperin a cup final, nobody notices a quietly
assured performance but you're the main topic of

conversation if you drop the ball.

The influence of technology is already embedded
into every facet of modern business but it feels
like we've arrived at a crossroads. CIOs have an
opportunity to lead their organisations into a brave
new world of digital disruption and innovation,
one that is defined by four megatrends - cloud
computing, data analytics, mobile communication
and social media. The stakes are high because
those CIOs who fail to grasp this opportunity with
both hands will, like those chief electrification
officers before them, have their lights switched

off. They will become irrelevant.
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CIOs HAVE TRADITIONALLY BEEN
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To embrace this opportunity requires a complete
shift in mindset. ClOs have traditionally been
gatekeepers -

the people controlling who

has access to which information. Whenever
somebody in the business needed technology
resources, whether they were testing a new
product or launching a marketing campaign, they
had to go through the IT department. Security
and compliance was the primary focus for IT and
allocating these resources took months. This is no
longer acceptable in a rapidly changing business

world.

Cloud computing has ripped up the rule book
in terms of provisioning resources. People in
different departments of the business realise they

no longer have to wait three months for IT to buy

equipment, agree terms on software licences and

configure everything in line with company policy.
Now they can jump online with the company
credit card and have access to the resources they
need within minutes. Everybody has a new frame

of reference and the genie is out of the bottle.

Recent research by Vanson Bourne found that
two-thirds of 200 business decision makers had
been sourcing IT products and services from
outside of their internal IT department for more
than two years. More than half expect this trend
to grow. This is because it's quicker (57 per cent),
external providers better understand their needs
(41 per cent) and they are more likely to get the

products or services they want (40 per cent).
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Mobile computing has been a major driver of
this shift. Getting a new mobile application into
the hands of customers is a source of great
competitive advantage for any business with a
large number of consumers. Once it's launched,
this app must be updated continuously as users
provide feedback about bugs in the software or
other features they'd like to see added. Quickly
responding to these requests is a great way to
build brand equity. There’s no time to go through
traditional IT resourcing procedures because
time is of the essence. Many customers will
leave you in a heartbeat if a rival’s app has better

functionality tomorrow.

Most ClOs are aware they need to change
approach if they're to take advantage of the
digital opportunity. In a global Gartner survey of
more than 2,800 CIOs across 84 countries, with
combined IT budgets of almost $400 billion, 75
per cent acknowledged a need to adapt their
leadership style during the next three years. This
included more than 160 ClOs from Australia
and New Zealand with budgets in excess of $8

billion.
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“To grasp the digital opportunity, incrementally
improving|Tperformanceisn'tenough,”Gartner
vice president Dave Aron says. “Digitalisation
is no longer a sideshow - it has moved to
centre stage and is changing the whole game.
ClOs now have a unique opportunity, but they
must ‘flip’ their information, technology, value
and people leadership practices to deliver on
the digital promise.

“‘Digitalisation is transforming all types of
companies and public sector agencies.
More often than not, these transformations
represent both massive opportunities and
substantial challenges for the CIO and the IT
organisation. Digitalisation is not only a way
to gain a competitive edge, but also provides
a powerful ability to flip disadvantages into

advantages.”’

The good news for many ClOs is that they
will be given a chance to lead as organisations
look for guidance on how to navigate their
way through the new digital landscape. The
percentage of local ClOs reporting directly to
their CEO has increased from 30 per cent to

35 per cent during the past two years.

There are also some clear warning signs. When
Gartner’s survey asked CIOs whether their
CEOs saw them as digital leaders, almost half
(47 per cent) said ‘yes’. Yet when the research
firm asked CEOs to name their digital leaders
only 15 per cent named their CIO. Within
some organisations this mantle has fallen to
newly created roles like the chief digital officer

or head of customer experience.
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Many others are putting their faith in an

increasingly technology savvy chief marketing
officer. More than a few eyebrows were
raised three years ago when Gartner analyst
Laura MclLellan predicted the average CMO
would spend more on IT than their CIO by
2017. As marketing becomes increasingly
technology based, and data analytics s
widely recognised as a crucial component of

competitive advantage, it no longer looks like

an outlandish claim.

So what needs to change for the CIO to
remain relevant in a digital world? The first,
and arguably biggest hurdle, is breaking
down beliefs and behaviours that have been
developed over many vyears. Chief among
these is associating innovation solely with
technology. True digital leadership means
assuming everything will be cloud-based,
highly targeted and designed for mobile users.
It means looking to bring different formats of
data together at every given opportunity and

running analytics to identify emerging threats

and opportunities to do things in new ways.
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Historically, IT departments have focused
too heavily on costs because they're easy
to measure. It's time this was turned on its
head. In order to be viewed as a digital leader,
the CIO must be able to demonstrate the
business value of improving digital capability.
Virtualisation and cloud computing were
easy concepts to sell because they improved
operational efficiency. It's a totally different
proposition with data analytics because you
have to make an investment upfront without
such easily quantifiable benefits. Sometimes
you don't know what you're going to find until

you start looking.

Our understanding of the acronym CEO is
very different than it used to be. In today’s
digital world, CIOs must be just as concerned
with innovation as they are with providing
access to information. They must harness the
power of cloud computing, data analytics,
mobile communication and social media in

order to successfully make that transition.
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