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editor’s  NOTE

“While current 
challenges aren’t 

easy to overcome, 
today’s IT leaders  

are embracing 
them.”

A year ago, we wrote about the emerging “bimodal CIO” role. 
We looked at how IT leaders were being asked to keep their IT 
shops running efficiently while the business pushed for inno-
vation driven by digital technologies. The results of last year’s 
15th State of the CIO survey revealed a complicated role for IT 
executives. Based on this year’s results, it’s clear that the life of 
the CIO isn’t getting any easier. 

Any CIO worth his or her C-suite executive office space 
knows that the job is more complex than ever. Moving apps 
and workloads to the cloud, ensuring legacy software can 
talk to off-premises apps, and keeping networks and systems 
secure remain core functional tasks of the CIO role. At the 
same time, boards of directors, CEOs and business colleagues 
are turning to the CIO to lead digital transformations, win cus-
tomers and drive revenue.

For example, our research shows that while CEOs still 
expect CIOs to simplify and upgrade IT and improve security, 
their marching orders for CIOs include focusing on customer 
acquisition and retention, leading product innovation and col-
laborating on customer initiatives.

“The role of the CIO is changing, and it’s a good thing,” Kevin 
Vasconi, executive vice president and CIO at Domino’s Pizza, 
tells Beth Stackpole in our cover story, “The New Reality.” Vas-
coni adds, “Most of us like the change and embrace it, but it’s dif-

ficult at times — like having to run two different businesses.”
Based on survey responses, Vasconi has drawn a bead on 

CIO success in the current climate. Seventy-two percent of 
those polled admitted they are struggling to balance business 
innovation and operational excellence. And 87 percent said the 
CIO role is more challenging than ever. 

While current challenges aren’t easy to overcome, today’s IT 
leaders are embracing them. Sixty-two percent said that rather 
than feeling overwhelmed they find the job more rewarding 
than in previous years. 

It’s a good thing that IT leaders are finding the dual role grat-
ifying because meeting both transformational and functional 
responsibilities has become a job requirement, not a short-
term challenge. “We’re maybe midstride through disrupting 
the entire corporate business model, so we’re still going to be 
juggling both sides of the business,” Vasconi says. 

IT executives aren’t the only leaders who find themselves in 
a dual role. Consider how digital marketing has upended the 
CMO role, demanding that today’s CMOs also be technologists 
— or at least tech-savvy enough to converse with IT. So, yes, as 
a CIO, you’re being asked to maintain core competencies while 
developing new critical competencies, but you’re not alone. 

Here’s to a great 2017 as we all adjust to our new reality.  
– Dan Muse, editor in chief, CIO.com

As roles evolve . . . 

http://www.cio.com
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publisher’s  NOTE

“The KPIs  
indicate that  

it’s a great time 
to be a CIO.”

The CIO role grows more strategic
Our 2017 State of the CIO data shows positive movement in 
the three KPIs I track: reporting structure, tenure and evolu-
tion of the CIO role. Here’s a snapshot of trends in these areas.

REPORTING STRUCTURE   |  Most C-level executives want to 
report to the CEO. This year, 46 percent of the nearly 650 
CIOs we surveyed said they report to the CEO, marking the 
third straight year that that figure has approached 50 percent. 
It hasn’t dipped below 40 percent since 2012. As technology 
continues to permeate every aspect of an organization, and as 
CIOs are called upon to drive innovation and customer experi-
ence, it makes sense that the CEO wants a direct reporting line. 

TENURE IN THE ROLE   |  From 2012 to 2016, we saw average 
CIO tenure increase from five and a half years to six and a half 
years. This year, the average tenure of our survey respondents 
fell back to five and a half years. I’ve identified a few factors that 
could be causing that shift. First, merger-and-acquisition activ-
ity is at a record high. Second, our research shows that CIOs are 
increasingly moving into leadership roles in operations. 

Finally, most C-level executives are baby boomers in their 50s 
or 60s, and some observers have calculated that 10,000 mem-
bers of that generation are retiring every day. These forces, taken 
together, are bound to lead to a decrease in tenure. 

EVOLUTION OF THE CIO ROLE   |  The final KPI I track is move-
ment within the three primary types of CIOs, which we label 
functional, transformational and strategic. We determine which 
respondents go into which group based on how they say they 
spend their time. For more than five years, the largest share of 
CIOs responding to our survey (consistently around 50 percent) 
have been categorized as transformational. Where we see move-
ment is in the functional and strategic categories, and this is influ-
enced by what is happening with the economy and security. 

When the economy is rocky or new security threats arise, 
respondents report spending more time managing security 
and cutting costs — which we categorize as functional activi-
ties. When the economy is stable or growing and security is 
under control, CIOs can spend more time driving business 
innovation, creating competitive advantage and developing 
new strategies and technologies. This year, we saw the share 
of functional CIOs shrink to 20 percent (down from 27 percent 
in 2016) and the share of strategic CIOs jump to 31 percent (up 
from 27 percent in 2016), the highest level since 2014.

These KPIs indicate that it’s a great time to be a CIO. And 
considering how important technology is to the business, the 
future looks bright.

– Adam Dennison, SVP and publisher, CIO.com 
(adennison@idgenterprise.com)

http://www.cio.com
mailto:adennison@idgenterprise.com
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emerging  TECH

T H I N K S T O C K

Judging by recent headlines, you might think 
blockchain technology has gone mainstream. 

Not so fast, says former UBS CIO Oliver 
Bussmann, who jump-started blockchain 
efforts when he was leading IT at the Swiss 

bank last year. “This is real, this will come, but in a 
very regulated environment. We will go through a 
lot of validation,” says Bussmann.

A web-based digital ledger, blockchain makes cop-
ies of data for all of the relevant stakeholders in a 

Cautious banks eye 
blockchain warily 
Despite the hype surrounding the new  
technology, it will likely be about two years  
before financial institutions push wide commercial 
rollouts of blockchain software systems.   
BY CLINT BOULTON
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emerging  TECH

transaction, using cryptography 
to secure data and ensure trust. 
Its decentralized architecture and 
encryption make it difficult to 
crack, so it’s viewed as a credible 
tool for facilitating the exchange 
of monies or verifying the prov-
enance of goods moving through a 
supply chain. Blockchain’s authen-
tication capabilities also make it a 
potential cornerstone technology 
for the internet of things (IoT).

Disruptive technology
Bussmann says blockchain “will 
disrupt the financial services 
industry.” Banks can use the tech-
nology to slash processing and 
infrastructure costs while acceler-
ating transaction processing. 

However, Bussmann is also a 
pragmatist, citing recent IBM 
research finding that just 30 out of 
200 banks expect to launch block-
chain solutions into commercial 
production in 2017. 

Bussmann says factors that 
will hinder adoption in the near 

term include a lack of messaging 
and business standards and the 
fact that there are no formats for 
shared data, business processes 
and responsibilities for address-
ing complex financial transactions. 
“Blockchain is not only a tech-
nology play,” he says. “It is also a 
change of business process and 
business logic, which involve mul-
tiple parties.”

Banks will also need to wait for 
regulatory approval for collecting, 
storing and sharing customer data. 
Cross-border trades will prove 
particularly challenging, as they 
will require approval between reg-
ulators from different countries.

Moreover, embracing emerging 

technologies requires rigorous 
validation, verification and signoff 
by internal compliance teams, 
which are bound to be extra wary 
of the technology in light of the 
hack against blockchain VC firm 
The DAO, in which perpetrators 
exploited a vulnerability to steal 
$60 million worth of the digital 
currency known as ether. “This is 
totally new technology, and it has 
to be bulletproof,” Bussmann says.

Bussmann says blockchain is 
more likely to be launched into 
commercial production in sup-
ply chain operations and in the 
real estate, healthcare and gov-
ernment sectors. This will put 
more pressure on financial ser-

vices to join the field, but that 
won’t happen for 12 to 24 months, 
Bussmann says. Indeed, IBM says 
it expects 65 percent of large banks 
to have blockchain projects in pro-
duction in three years’ time. 

A chorus of contrarians
Bussmann’s caution may seem 
surprising in light of the numer-
ous headlines about blockchain, 
which is being tested so eagerly 
in the financial services industry 
that it’s hard to keep track of who’s 
doing what. 

Bussmann says the testing is 
encouraging and essential for 
financial services companies that 
wish to become competitive with 

“ Blockchain is not only a technology play, it is also a change of  
business process and business logic, which involve multiple parties.”

— OLIVER BUSSMANN, FORMER CIO, UBS



emerging  TECH

7J A N UA R Y/ F E B R UA R Y  2 017  |  C I O . C O M

blockchain early in the game. “The 
earlier they are part of the learning 
curve, the earlier they can learn 
about blockchain’s limits and ben-
efits to reduce uncertainty, which 
will attract business,” Bussmann 
says.

Other analysts who follow block-
chain agree. David Schatsky, a 
managing director at Deloitte, says 
the fact that the financial services 
and banking sectors are putting 
the most money into blockchain 
means they, as an industry, will 
likely generate the most applica-
tions of the technology.

However, Schatsky says that 
banks will have to overcome the 
obvious regulatory and compli-
ance hurdles, in addition to finding 
successors for the legacy trade and 
payment systems that have served 
them well for decades. “If you have 
a system that works, the hurdles 
that are involved in replacing it are 
high,” Schatsky says.

Zilvinas Bareisis, an analyst at 
banking consultancy Celent, says 

not enough people understand 
the technology — the capabilities 
promised in all the hype surround-
ing blockchain far exceed the grasp 
of most enterprises and regulators. 
For instance, regulators and busi-
nesses alike will have to carefully 
assess and govern shared digital 
ledgers, where multiple parties can 
access customer data.

Bareisis takes a pragmatic view, 
saying, “Blockchain as we know it 
is going to be very hard for banks 
to adopt.”  ♦

Clint Boulton is a senior writer  
at CIO.com.

“ Blockchain as we 
know it is going 
to be very hard 
for banks to adopt.”

— ZILVINAS BAREISIS,  
ANALYST, CELENT

www.puppet.com
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transformation  NATION

C
ustomer experience 
is one of the key trans-
formational drivers in 
nearly every industry. 

In the pharmaceuti-
cal industry, customer experience 
has been cultivated, in part, by 
paying healthcare professionals 
to discuss new products at profes-

sional meetings and events. How-
ever, that decades-old practice, 
which is predicated on the belief 
that medical professionals are 
inclined to trust the opinions of 
their peers, raises some ethical red 
flags. One pharmaceutical com-
pany is hoping to eliminate ques-
tions about conflicts of interest by 

adopting a digital alternative to 
face-to-face conversations.

Earlier this year, GlaxoSmith-
Kline (GSK) became the first phar-
maceutical company to stop paying 
healthcare professionals to discuss 
its products. Ethical concerns drove 
the move, says Matt Lasmanis, vice 
president and CIO at GSK U.S. 

“There’s a potential conflict of 
interest because, in essence, we’re 
paying [medical professionals] to 
speak about our products on our 
behalf,” he says. “Those same [peo-
ple] could potentially be prescrib-
ing our products, right? Whether 
that’s a perceived or real conflict 
of interest, we feel like that’s not 

Why digital  
is a more ethical 
sales tool
GlaxoSmithKline has stopped paying healthcare 
professionals to promote its products, turning 
instead to a digital platform that offers a 
more neutral way to spread the word.
BY BR ENDAN McGOWAN
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transformation  NATION

something we’d like to engage in 
anymore.”

A digital approach
GSK’s alternative to face-to-face 
conversations is a digital platform 
designed to make information 
about products accessible across 
multiple channels. It provides 
a neutral venue where people 
should be able to evaluate the 
information on its merits alone. 

With the new platform,  
Lasmanis says, medical profes-
sionals can learn about GSK 
products through “more virtual 
means,” such as webinars, click-
to-chat discussions (in certain 
markets) and external portals built 
with responsive web design. All 
of those options can be accessed 
from mobile devices, desktop sys-
tems and other types of devices, he 
adds.

Physicians and other medical 
professionals “expect the same 
level of information convenience 
from the people they work with 

that they have in the rest of their 
lives,” Lasmanis says. “They use 
digital devices. They use mobile 
devices. They want convenient, 
on-time access to information. So 
we quickly realized that it wasn’t 
just about stopping payments [to 
spokespeople]. True transforma-
tion was about changing the dia-
logue and making it much more 
digitally enabled.”

GSK’s shift into digital terrain, 
complemented the company’s 
separate November 2015 launch of 
an ecommerce platform for health-
care professionals in the U.S.

Healing the experience
GSK’s digital information plat-
form and its ecommerce platform 
are both part of a larger trend in 

healthcare: the direct application 
of IT systems and the integration 
of IT leader perspectives into an 
evolving end-user experience. 
Lasmanis says that as “health-
care and pharmaceuticals become 
much more digitally enabled, much 
more data-intensive,” he expects IT 
organizations to play an increas-
ingly important role in “helping to 
deliver customer experience.”

Digital technology, and its attri-
butes of speed, accessibility and 
transparency, are enabling other 
transformative initiatives at GSK. 
For example, in 2016, the com-
pany made all of the clinical trials 
conducted by the combined GSK 
Corp. available for use in exter-
nal studies. As long as they have 
appropriate proposals, third-party 

   [Physicians] “want convenient, on-time access
 to information. . . . True transformation was about 

 [making] the dialogue . . . much more digitally enabled.” 



10J A N UA R Y/ F E B R UA R Y  2 017  |  C I O . C O M

transformation  NATION

researchers can get access to GSK 
data, Lasmanis says. 

The psychology of change
While digital technology is trans-
forming GSK, Lasmanis is aware 
that change can have a big impact 
on a company and its employees. “If 
there’s one thing I’ve learned over 
several years of delivering transfor-
mative change, it’s that coming up 
with new ideas to do new things is 
the relatively easy part of the equa-
tion,” he says. 

The bigger challenge is that  
“ultimately you’re always dealing 
with mindset and human behav-
ior,” he says. “Getting people and 
organizations to let go of what’s 
currently working — or what they 
perceive as currently working but 
is not a fit for the future necessar-
ily — that’s the hard part of the 
equation.” 

But it’s important to get people to 
accept change because the ability 
to change course — in clinical tri-
als and in relations with medical 

professionals — is fundamental to 
GSK’s ongoing strategy. 

Fresh perspectives
Recognizing the important role 
employees play in transforma-
tional projects, GSK is trying to 
bring fresh perspectives into play 
through a new rotational intern-
ship program in which young 
employees learn about the intersec-
tion of healthcare, technology and 
commerce. Lasmanis says the ini-
tiative, known as the Future Lead-
ers Program, is a source of ideas 
and enthusiasm.

New ways of thinking will be 
especially important because GSK 
is pursuing critical initiatives with 
partners. For example, the com-
pany is working with Verily Life 

Sciences on a bioelectronics proj-
ect, and it’s teaming up with the 
National Cancer Institute and the 
Department of Energy to find ways 
to use high-performance comput-
ing systems in cancer studies.

“I learn from the new genera-
tion,” Lasmanis says of the Future 
Leaders. “How are they thinking 
about business problems? How are 
they approaching issues, and what 
new thinking are they bringing? It’s 
about finding the right mentors, but 
it’s also about how you’re bringing 
new talent into the team and how 
you’re learning from the next gen-
eration of leaders.”  ♦

Brendan McGowan is global media 
bureau and client research manager  
at the CIO Executive Council.

                            “I learn from the new generation. How are they  
thinking about business problems? How are they approaching                              
        issues, and what new thinking are they bringing?”
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cover story    |   The STATE of the CIO  

The CIO role is integral to today’s increasingly 
digital businesses, but transformational IT 
executives aren’t necessarily shedding their 
functional responsibilities — get used to it.
BY BE TH STACKPOLE

As technology grabs the lead role in 
modern business, all eyes are on the CIO’s 
ability to lead initiatives that radically trans-
form how companies sell products, reach 
customers and drive opportunities for new 
revenue streams. At the same time, the digital 
era’s wholesale dependence on technology 
means there’s little room for the slightest 
hiccup in operations — resulting in another 

NEWNEWTHE 
REALITY

http://www.cio.com
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cover story   |    The STATE of the CIO

I L L U S T R A T I O N  B Y  G A B R I E L A  Z U R D A

mandate on the CIO’s agenda. 
If you’re hoping for a break, you’d 

better strap in for a lengthy ride, 
because neither dynamic shows 
any sign of abating, according to 
CIO.com’s 2017 State of the CIO 
survey, which found the bimodal 
role clearly established as the next 
chapter in the CIO journey. The bal-
ancing act that CIOs started to take 
on last year has shifted into over-
drive, putting pressure on IT lead-
ers to master this game of double 

duty or risk being marginalized.
Seventy-two percent of respon-

dents to the State of the CIO sur-
vey said they were struggling to 
strike the right balance between 

business innovation and opera-
tional excellence. An even greater 
number, 87 percent, said they 
found the CIO role to be more chal-
lenging than ever before, in part 
because juggling transformational 
and functional responsibilities has 
become a permanent job require-
ment, not a short-term challenge. 

“This current model of keep-
ing one eye on the strategic and 
the other on keeping the lights on 
is a matter of course now,” says 
Andrew Ho, vice president of 
technology for the Global Strategy 
Group, a public affairs agency and 
political consulting firm. “Making 
sure both these paths are inter-
twined is a balancing game for any 
CIO or senior IT role.”

Embracing the role 

While acknowledg-
ing the challenges 
of their new real-
ity, a majority of 

respondents to the State of the CIO 
survey said that they’re embracing 
the bifurcated role with enthu-
siasm, relishing the heightened 
visibility from top executives and 
eyeing a potential upside for their 
careers. 

Rather than feeling overwhelmed 
by the responsibilities, 62 percent  
of those polled said they see the job, 
in its current form, as more reward-
ing than it was in the past. The 
changes have also sparked a shift 
in how CIOs view their role: Just 
20 percent of survey respondents 

“ This current model of keeping one eye on the  
strategic and the other on keeping the lights on  
is a matter of course now.”

—ANDREW HO, VICE PRESIDENT OF TECHNOLOGY, GLOBAL STRATEGY GROUP

Reach revenue 
goals 

32%

CEOs’ top priorities for IT

32% 32%

29%

23%

19% 22%

28%

13% 17%
21%

31%

Simplify IT Upgrade IT 
and security 

m  2016    m  2017

Plan for  
customer 
acquisition  
and retention

Lead  
product 
innovation

Collaborate  
on customer 
initiative

M U LT I P L E  R E S P O N S E S  A L LOW E D
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identified their roles as strictly 
functional this year, down from  
27 percent last year. 

Meanwhile, more CIOs catego-
rized themselves as transforma-
tional or strategic this year: 50 
percent of the respondents said 
they view themselves as transfor-
mational, up from 45 percent last 
year, and 31 percent identified their 
roles as strategic, compared to 27 
percent in the 2016 State of the 
CIO study. Moreover, 63 percent of 
the CIOs who identified as trans-
formational and 71 percent of the 
strategic CIOs said they strongly 
or somewhat agree that the CIO 
job is more rewarding today than 
it has been in the past. In contrast, 
only 46 percent of functional CIOs 
said they feel that way.

“The role of the CIO is changing, 
and it’s a good thing,” says Kevin 
Vasconi, executive vice president 
and CIO at Domino’s Pizza. “Most 
of us like the change and embrace it, 
but it’s difficult at times — like hav-
ing to run two different businesses.”

The dividends 

The added responsibili-
ties appear to be paying 
dividends. The survey 
results show that CIOs 

are getting paid more money these 
days and have more involvement 
with top management and more 
interaction with customers. 

Nearly half (46 percent) of the 
CIOs polled said they report 
directly to the CEO, the same per-
centage as last year and the highest 
since 2004. Moreover, 29 percent 
of the respondents reported that 
they frequently meet with cus-
tomers, up substantially from last 
year’s 19 percent, and 61 percent 
said they are communicating with 
their organizations’ boards of 
directors more than they did in the 
past, up from 58 percent in 2016.

Those results are a testament 
to how integral IT leaders are to 
defining and executing strategic 
business objectives. And the fact 
that the CIO has become a more 
strategic position could be leading 

to new opportunities: The average 
tenure of CIOs participating in the 
2017 State of the CIO survey was 
5.47 years, down slightly from 6.47 
years in the 2016 report.

A seat at the table

For Vasconi, who’s been 
CIO at Domino’s for five 
years, being recognized as 
a full-fledged member of 

the executive team is the payoff for 
covering both strategic and func-
tional roles. “It still amazes me that 

some CIOs don’t report into the 
C-suite and are buried in another 
part of the organization,” he says. 
“That says to me that technology is 
not strategic to that organization, 
because if it was, the CIO would 
have a seat at the table.”

Vasconi’s turn at double duty 
has him spearheading the vision 
for Domino’s ongoing digital trans-
formation and groundbreaking 
efforts like the AnyWare ordering 
technology while also retaining 
responsibility for security, corpo-

Going digital: What matters most 
What’s the most important role your IT  
shop could play in a digital transformation?  Heads  

of IT
Business 

executives

Identify business areas ready for digital transformation 41% 24%

Identify emerging technologies 19% 20%

Integrate digital innovations into business systems 17% 14%

Mitigate security risks 10% 14%

Manage digital project implementations 9% 23%
M U LT I P L E  R E S P O N S E S  A L LOW E D

http://www.cio.com
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rate financial systems and sophisti-
cated data warehouse and analytics 
efforts related to building a multi-
channel customer profile. Aligning 
IT initiatives with key business 

goals and cultivating IT-business 
partnerships is as much a priority 
as controlling costs, improving IT 
operations and handling day-to-
day crisis management.

Vasconi doesn’t see that multi-
faceted workload changing over 
the next three to five years. “We’re 
maybe midstride through disrupt-
ing the entire corporate business 
model, so we’re still going to be jug-
gling both sides of the business,” he 
says. “The reality is you still have 
to close the books and pay people. 
That’s never going to go away.”

The CIO at work

Functional IT duties may 
not be going away, but 
they’re being minimized 
to some degree, perhaps 

due to automation or because CIOs 
are just more seasoned in handling 
those responsibilities. 

The 2017 State of the CIO survey 
found that CIOs are spending less 
time on activities like cost control, 
vendor negotiation, IT operation 
improvement and IT crisis man-
agement while devoting more time 
to strategic and transformational 
activities like driving business 
innovation (cited as a focus by 33 

Skills gap
Will you experience IT skills shortages in the next 12 months?

Know your customers
How frequently do you meet 
with customers today? 

How do you expect the fre-
quency with which you meet 
with customers to change  this 
year?

 Big data/data science/BI and analytics          38%
          Security/risk management           30%
 Application development          19%
 Enterprise software (ERP, CRM)                  18%
 Project management             17%
 Cloud services            17%
 Mobile technologies                     16%
 Enterprise architecture                   15%
 DevOps                   15%
 Internet of things             13%

m  Yes   

m  No   

m  Not sure

m  Increase significantly   

m  Increase somewhat   

m  No change

m  Decrease somewhat

m  Decrease significantly

m  Frequently   m  Occassionally   m  Seldom   m  Never

21%

56%

23%

29% 19%
19%

43%
43%

29%
9% 9%

19%

32%

49% 26%

14%

60%201720162015
2016

2016

2017

2017

What are the 10 most difficult-to-find skills?

M U LT I P L E  R E S P O N S E S  A L LOW E D

11% 14%

43%

44%

1% <1%

44%

41%
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percent of the CIOs who identify 
their role as strategic this year, up 
from 26 percent in 2016), cultivat-
ing the IT-business partnership (a 
focus of 38 percent of transforma-
tional CIOs this year, up from 35 
percent last year), and developing 
new go-to-market strategies and 
technologies (a focus of 17 percent 
of strategic CIOs this year, up from 
12 percent last year). 

Asked to look ahead three to 
five years, survey respondents 
anticipated spending less time on 
functional and transformational 
activities and more time on stra-
tegic undertakings: 20 percent of 
those polled said they currently 
spend time on functional activi-
ties, but only 7 percent said they’d 
like to spend more time on func-
tional activities in the next three 
to five years. Similarly, 50 percent 
said they currently spend time on 
transformational activities, but 28 
percent said they’d like to spend 
more time on such initiatives in 
the next three to five years. On the 

other hand, 31 percent said they 
currently spend time on strategic 
initiatives, while 65 percent said 
they’d like to spend more time on 
such activities in the future. 

One functional responsibility 
that CIOs don’t expect to spend 
less time on in the future is secu-
rity management: 26 percent of the 
respondents to this year’s survey 
said they expect to devote more 
time to that task in the next three 
to five years, up from 21 percent in 
last year’s survey.

Priorities

Improving customer experi-
ence, increasing operational 
efficiency and transforming 
business processes will be 

among CIOs’ top priorities this 
year, though the first two have 
declined in importance since last 
year. Asked to name business ini-
tiatives that will drive IT invest-
ments, 40 percent of respondents 
cited improving customer experi-
ence, down from 45 percent last 

year; 35 percent chose increasing 
operational efficiency, down from 
46 percent in 2016; and 34 percent 
named transforming business pro-
cesses, up from 25 percent.

CEOs’ top objectives for their 
CIOs remain consistent with last 
year: Helping to drive corporate 
revenue growth and upgrading IT 
security infrastructure were at the 
forefront. Security, in particular, is 
still a hot topic and a hotbed of activ-
ity in light of the recent high-profile 
cyberattacks. 

Security and IT strategies con-
tinue to dovetail more closely: 51 
percent of respondents to this year’s 
survey described the two as tightly 
integrated, compared to 37 percent 
last year. Security also represents 
a healthy share of IT spending, 
accounting for 11.58 percent of the 
average IT budget this year, which 
is about the same as in 2016. More 
executives are getting involved 
with security — 81 percent of CIOs 
and 66 percent of business execu-
tives this year said they are more 

Meeting with/evaluating potential vendors

Consulting with the marketing team 

Overseeing implementation

Approving the solution purchase

Negotiating terms of service and SLAs

Making final vendor selection

Not involved

66% 
65%
60%
60%
57%
52%

7%

CIOs continue to be tight with marketing
How are you involved in purchase 
decisions regarding marketing 
technology?

How has the CIO-CMO relation-
ship changed at your organiza-
tion in the last year?  

M U LT I P L E  R E S P O N S E S  A L LOW E D

2017

m  Much closer/collaborative

m  Somewhat closer/closer

m  About the same

m  Somewhat further apart

m  Much further apart

m  Unsure

24%

22%44%

4%

1% 4%

http://www.cio.com


16J A N UA R Y/ F E B R UA R Y  2 017  |  C I O . C O M

cover story   |    The STATE of the CIO

involved in security initiatives 
than they have been in the past.

Beyond the security and rev-
enue growth mandates, CEOs are 
also tasking CIOs with fostering 
partnerships with business execu-
tives — 17 percent of the CIOs 
polled said collaborating with 
the CMO or chief digital officer 
(CDO) was a major directive from 
their CEOs. And 46 percent of the 
CIOs responding to the survey 
described the CMO-CIO relation-
ship as much or somewhat closer 
than it had been a year earlier.

Tech investments

To get all of this work done, 
companies are making 
a variety of technology 
investments, with big 

data/business analytics and cloud 
computing capabilities grabbing top 
billing: 33 percent of respondents 
named big data/analytics and 28 
cited the cloud when asked what 
tech initiatives will drive IT invest-
ments at their organizations. 

Analytics ranks high on the 
agenda at Haggar Clothing, which 
hopes to make better use of data to 
drive a more personalized, richer 
customer experience, says David 
Walsh, vice president of technol-
ogy at the men’s apparel company. 
“We’re collecting a wealth of data, 
and we’re not getting all of the 
value out of it that we can,” says 

Walsh. “Data is coming to 
us faster and faster, and 
the window we have to 
respond is getting smaller 
and smaller. We need to 
understand what’s going 
on across all of our cus-

tomers — that’s the chore.”
Despite the emphasis 

CIOs place on improv-
ing customer experience, 
the 2017 State of the CIO 
survey indicates that 
spending on technolo-
gies to achieve that goal 
will decline: 20 percent of 
respondents said customer 
experience initiatives are 

driving IT spending, compared 
to 27 percent last year. The gap 
could indicate that companies 
have already made IT purchases in 
this area and are now in the throes 
of deployment, or that another 
department (such as marketing) 
has taken ownership of that piece 
of the technology stack. 

While cutting-edge technolo-

gies like artificial intelligence and 
wearables generate lots of hoopla, 
they account for only a fraction of 
the IT budget. For example, only 13 
percent of this year’s respondents 
said that they’re investing in mobile 
application development, and even 
smaller numbers are making pur-
chases related to machine learning 
and cognitive systems (5 percent), 
AI (4 percent), virtual reality/
augmented reality (2 percent) and 
wearables (1 percent).

Struggles ahead

Business alignment isn’t 
the only organizational 
challenge confronting 
CIOs in 2017. 

The share of respondents who 
said they feel that IT is scapegoated 
by other departments rose to 58 
percent this year from 54 percent 
last year. Moreover, CIOs continue 
to face turf battles as they duke it 
out for technology control: 26 per-
cent of the IT leaders polled this 
year said they agreed that the CIO 

Sense of security
How tightly integrated are IT  
security strategy and IT strategy  
at your organization? 

80%

70%

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0

m  Tightly integrated    m  Somewhat integrated    m  Not integrated

2016 2017 3 years  
from now

37%

47% 51%

36%

17%

1%

12%16%

80%

http://www.cio.com


17J A N UA R Y/ F E B R UA R Y  2 017  |  C I O . C O M

cover story   |    The STATE of the CIO

is being “sidelined” in their orga-
nizations — a viewpoint shared by 
just 15 percent of business execu-
tives. Moreover, 36 percent of CIOs 
said they believe that people in 
other departments see IT as an 
obstacle to the corporate mission, 
while 31 percent of business execu-
tives agreed with that sentiment.

The ongoing talent crunch is 
another thorn in the side of CIOs. 

Last year, 49 percent of respondents 
to the State of the CIO survey said 
they expected to face challenges 
related to an IT skills shortage in the 
coming 12 months; that number rose 
to 60 percent this year. Just like last 
year, CIOs expect it to be most dif-
ficult to fill jobs related to big data/
data science/business intelligence 
and security: 38 percent of respon-
dents cited big data and 30 percent 

chose security when asked to name 
the areas in which it will be hard-
est to find IT professionals with 
the necessary skills. Other IT pros 
with in-demand skills may not be 
as hard to come by: Just 16 percent 
of respondents said they expect to 
have trouble finding people with 
mobile expertise, and 15 percent 
said DevOps specialists will be in 
short supply.

A third dimension

Moving forward, 
CIOs envision a 
third dimension 
being added to their 

bimodal role: Manager of outside 
services. Slightly more than half 
(51 percent) of CIOs surveyed and 
48 percent of business executives 
said future CIOs will have to man-
age contractors, cloud vendors and 
IT service providers.

As part manager, part strate-
gist and part agent of transforma-
tion, the CIO will continue to wear 
multiple hats. “It’s the new reality, 

but it’s very positive,” says Todd 
Finders, CIO of the Commercial 
and Residential Solutions group 
of Emerson Electric. “Technology 
has never been more important to 
the business, so we can do more if 
we do our jobs right.”  ♦

Beth Stackpole is a frequent  
contributor to CIO.com.

Operations

40%

Show me the money
Which other groups in your organization have budgets 
specifically earmarked for technology products?

37%

26%29%

38%

26%

24% 23% 25%

22%

27%

42%

Marketing Finance/
Accounting

m  Currently    m  Within the next 3 years

Sales Engineering Human 
resources

M U LT I P L E  R E S P O N S E S  A L LOW E D

METHODOLOGY
CIO.com’s 2017 State of the CIO Sur-
vey was conducted among the CIO 
brand audience between Sept. 7, 
2016, and Oct. 17, 2016. To be con-
sidered qualified, respondents had 
to identify themselves as the head 
of IT for their company or a division 
within it. Respondents were offered 
a PDF of the survey results as an 
incentive for completing the survey. 

Results are based on 646 qualified 
responses. The margin of error on a 
sample size of 646 is +/- 3.8 percent-
age points. Percentages on single-
select questions may not add up to 
100 due to rounding. 

For the purposes of this report, 
large companies refer to those with 
1,000 or more employees. Small and 
midsize companies refer to those 
with fewer than 1,000 employees. 

http://www.cio.com
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The IT-business GAP remains
IT generally still has control of the tech purse strings, but business and IT leaders  
disagree about the CIO’s role   BY BE TH STACKPOLE

N LIGHT OF its increasingly 
prominent and strategic 
role, IT continues to remain 
in control of technology 
budgets. One-third of  
the CIOs responding to  
CIO.com’s 2017 State of  

the CIO survey said IT controls 71 percent or  
more of their organizations’ technology budgets. 

Nevertheless, other groups  increasingly 
command their own technology budgets.  
For example, 40 percent of respondents 
said operations had its own tech budget, 
and 38 percent said marketing did. 

Across industries, IT’s role in 
purchases of marketing technologies 
is declining. That’s certainly the 
case at Haggar, where the chief 
digital officer has ownership of the 
company’s online operation and web 
presence — and all the marketing 

systems that go with them. Nonetheless, “there’s 
still a partnership between us,” says David Walsh, 
vice president of technology at the menswear 
company. “We get the right plumbing to feed 
them information and help them put it together 
from an infrastructure perspective.”

Plenty of work to do

T o get a better handle on how business 
colleagues view IT and the CIO role, 
CIO.com asked 200 line-of-business 
(LOB) managers the same questions 

we posed to IT executives in the 2017 State of the 
CIO survey. A look at the results of our separate 
surveys of IT and business leaders suggests that 
while IT helps steer other departments’ technology 
decisions, there is still plenty of work to be done 
on IT-business relationship-building, and the two 
groups often have different views on IT’s role and 
its strengths and weaknesses. 

Take digital transformation, for example. In the 
survey of IT leaders, 41 percent of those polled said 
their most important role in digital transformation 
initiatives was identifying business units that 
would benefit the most from using digital 

technologies. In contrast, only 24 percent 
of the business executives said that they 

see IT contributing in that manner. 

http://www.cio.com
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CIOs and business leaders also have different 
views of IT’s role in other initiatives. For example, 
64 percent of the CIOs surveyed said IT is actively 
involved in recommending technology solutions 
when IT and a business unit collaborate on a 
project. However, only 27 percent of the business 
executives said IT recommends technologies to 
support business initiatives. 

Likewise, 59 percent of CIOs said IT collaborates 
with business units to build business cases for 
new technology initiatives, while only 24 percent 
of business leaders said that was the case. There 
were similar discrepancies between the two 
groups’ responses to other questions: 49 percent 
of CIOs said IT regularly helps develop technical 
requirements for business systems, and 31 percent 
of business leaders agreed; and 84 percent of 
IT leaders said the CIO’s role is becoming more 

important to the business, while 59 percent of 
business leaders said they saw it that way and 21 
percent were unsure. 

The Commercial and Residential Solutions 
group of Emerson Electric is dealing with the 
fallout of a lingering IT-business disconnect, 
a situation revealed to CIO Todd Finders about 
18 months after he initiated a survey to get 
business feedback on IT. “The business didn’t 
view us as strategic. They didn’t feel we were 

being innovative, and we weren’t doing as much 
as they needed us to do,” he says. “It’s an ongoing 
challenge: As we continue to do more, they want 
more, but we have limited resources.”

Embedded techies

T o address the problem, Finders has 
assigned IT people to work in business 
units, making them available to listen 
to problems and identify needs. Many 

Recommends 
technology 
solutions

Collaborates 
to build  
business 
cases for new 
technologies

Develops 
technical 
requirements

Provides the 
business 
with project 
management 
support 

Recommends 
more efficient 
business  
processes

Negotiates  
IT supplier 
contracts

Performs  
systems  
testing and QA

Introduces 
use cases 
for emerging 
technologies

Provides lines 
of business 
with short lists 
of IT suppliers

Business not sold on IT’s role
When IT and business work on a new initiative, what role does IT play?

64%

59%

49% 47%
45%

44%

39%

30%
26%24%

31%

19%
23%

17%

25%

13%
11%

27%

M U LT I P L E  R E S P O N S E S  A L LOW E D

m  Heads of IT    m  Business executives

84%
of IT leaders say the CIO is  
becoming more important  

to the business.   

59% 
of business executives agree.
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of the 2017 State of the CIO respondents said 
they’re taking similar steps — but again, there’s a 
discrepancy between what IT thinks it’s doing and 
what business leaders see being accomplished. 

For example, 56 percent of CIOs said IT works 
with business units to reach a consensus about 
IT project priorities, but only 33 percent of 
business leaders agreed. Moreover, 40 percent 

of CIOs said the IT leadership team spends the 
majority of its time with the business, but only 
20 percent of business leaders said that was the 
case. And when asked whether IT has improved 
its governance framework process as part of an 
effort to boost IT-business alignment, 25 percent 
of CIOs said that was the case, but only 13 percent 
of business leaders concurred. 

At Merchants Fleet Management, a provider 
of vehicle fleets and related services, IT has 
taken steps that have made a real difference in 
bolstering IT-business alignment, says CIO Ken 
Kauppila. The relationship used to be “caustic,” 
he says, but changes such as opening up dialogue 
and forming an IT steering committee made up of 
business managers and the CEO have dramatically 
improved the dynamic. 

“One measure of a successful IT organization 
is when you get invited to the party,” he says. “In 

the past, when customers came in, IT was never 
invited in. Today, I am invited every time and I’m 
now asked to go on customer visits to talk about 
technology.”  ♦  

Beth Stackpole is a frequent contributor to CIO.com.

Develop consensus 
around prioritization of 

IT projects

Spend the majority of its 
time with the business

Employ more agile 
development techniques 
to deliver projects faster

Improve IT governance 
framework process

Help the business to 
source technology out-

side the organization

How IT is helping
What are the top steps the IT organization 
has taken to improve its IT/Business  
working relationship in the past year?

56%

33%

29%

40%

25%

23%

24%

20%

13%

27%

M U LT I P L E  R E S P O N S E S  A L LOW E D

m  Heads of IT    m  Business executives

“ The business didn’t view us as strategic.  
They didn’t feel we were being innovative,  
and we weren’t doing as much as they  
needed us to do.”  —TODD FINDERS, CIO, EMERSON ELECTRIC

LINE OF BUSINESS METHODOLOGY 
A version of CIO.com’s 2017 State of the CIO Survey was  
conducted among line-of-business (LOB) managers in the  
U.S. This survey was fielded online between Sept. 22 and 
Sept. 24, 2016. To be considered qualified, respondents had 
to identify themselves as employed in a director or higher role 
in an executive or non-IT business function. 

Results are based on 200 qualified responses. The margin 
of error on a sample size of 200 is +/- 6.9 percentage points. 
Percentages on single-select questions may not add up to 
100 due to rounding. 

For the purposes of this report, large companies refer to 
those with 1,000 or more employees. Small and midsize  
companies refer to those with fewer than 1,000 employees. 

http://www.cio.com
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Why agile 
needs DevOps 
Fannie Mae has doubled its software output 
in the last 18 months, thanks to agile 
software development and DevOps.
BY CLINT BOULTON

Enterprises are quickening the pace at 
which they build and roll out software to 
better satisfy customers who expect new 
features as often as they get mobile app 
upgrades. But those that wish to reap the 
rewards of agile development must also 
embrace the DevOps model, says Fannie Mae 
CIO Frederic Veron.

“If you do agile without DevOps, it’s like you’re 
trying to race with a tractor instead of a car,” says  
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Veron. “You can go and do the laps, 
but it’s not going to go very fast, 
you’re probably going to consume a 
lot of fuel and it won’t be a lot of fun.”

Veron says that embracing 
DevOps has helped the mortgage 
provider deliver software in as 
little as 10 weeks, down from six 
to nine months two years ago. The 
accelerated pace improves time to 
market and reduces the risk of fail-
ure, he says.

DevOps begets agile
In agile, IT and business lead-
ers are often collocated and meet 
frequently to hash out software 
development. This allows com-
panies to cut time to market by a 
third or more. DevOps enables an 
agile methodology by automat-
ing formerly manual software 
development, with applications 
pushed into production as so-
called “minimally viable prod-
ucts” that are then continually 
refined based on user and cus-
tomer feedback.

Before the shift to agile and 
DevOps, Fannie Mae’s product 
managers would compose a set of 
product requirements and email 
them to IT, waiting several months 
for the application to be delivered. 
Now product managers are trained 
in agile and they partner with IT to 
communicate requirements in reg-
ular meetings. Developers engage 
in coding scrums and two-week 
sprints, stringing together several 
sprints to formulate a software 
product, such as the Loan Delivery 
application, a web app through 
which lenders submit loans.

To do this, IT leans on DevOps 
applications that help automate 
planning, code development, con-
figuration, testing and deploy-

ment. For instance, Veron’s team 
uses code-quality scanning tools 
from CAST Software to analyze 
software as it’s being developed 
and alert developers to bugs. 

Veron says his team has also 
reduced time spent on server 
and database provisioning from 
days to hours. Using container 
technology, which packages an 
application and all its dependen-
cies, developers move software 
from one computing environment 
to another across the company’s 
hybrid cloud. These changes 
enable IT to continually release 
and refine features, consistent 
with continuous integration and 
deployment practices.

Fannie Mae is seeing productiv-

ity gains ranging from 28 percent 
to 40 percent at nearly a third 
of the cost, Veron estimates. The 
software is also rolling out 12 
times faster than it was in the pre-
DevOps days, with a 30 percent 
to 48 percent improvement in 
quality. In the past 18 months, the 
company has more than doubled 
its number of software releases, 
Veron says.

How DevOps mitigates risk
Based on those statistics, you’d be 
tempted to think that speed is the 
biggest impact DevOps has had 
at Fannie Mae. But Veron says 
that the risk of software failure 
is mitigated as well. By continu-
ally tweaking and redeploying 

Fannie Mae is seeing productivity gains ranging from 
28 percent to 40 percent at nearly a third of the cost.
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software, Fannie Mae can find out 
what products or feature sets test 
well with mortgage brokers, home-
owners and other parties.

DevOps enables Veron’s team to 
quickly walk back buggy code or 
ineffective products for revision, 
sometimes pushing out fixes over-
night. “You get a better product 
because it’s better aligned with 
requirements, and you get the 
value you expect from the software 
faster,” Veron says.

Veron says Fannie Mae’s move 
to agile has been a decade-long 
process, and he says he has seen 
something of a sea change as the 
new approach has taken hold. Ini-
tially, IT pushed agile and DevOps 
at the product managers, pitching 

the new approach as a way to solve 
delivery problems. But that started 
to change once the business lines 
saw the speed with which the 
groups using agile were getting 
software to market. 

“In 2016, we turned a corner and 
the business is pulling us more 
than ever before,” Veron says. And 
that’s just fine with him.

“What is important is the connec-
tion between IT and the business,” 
Veron says. “I feel that [agile] is 
here to stay at Fannie Mae because 
the value is really visible and peo-
ple are embracing it and we’re mak-
ing tremendous progress.”  ♦

Clint Boulton is a senior writer  
at CIO.com.

“ [With agile and DevOps] you get 
the value you expect from 
the software faster.”

— FREDERIC VERON, CIO, FANNIE MAE
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Heroes emerge from 
ones and zeroes
Change is always hard, and the transformation 
IT is now experiencing is unprecedented. But it’s 
giving CIOs an opportunity to play leading roles.  
B Y  M I C H A E L  J E N N E T T  

Change happens, and it can be 
scary. But it also creates opportu-
nities. Heroes emerge during times 
of change. 

Whether you lead IT at a 
1,000-person organization or a 
15-person startup, the changes 
you’re facing today are like noth-

ing we have seen in the past. And 
if you embrace the change, you can 
be a hero. 

The role of the CIO is shift-
ing dramatically from that of a 
back-office curator of knowledge 
and infrastructure to that of a 
customer-facing connoisseur driv-

ing the backbone of the technology 
that will take the company to the 
next level. The successful CIOs 
of 2017, who must — as always — 
do more with less, will have to be 
ringmasters who not only manage 
systems that keep the lights on, 
but also develop, sometimes out 

of thin air, new product capabili-
ties based on huge stores of data 
that have been sitting dormant for 
years. On top of that, they have to 
create exciting work environments 
in order to lure the best talent. 

At IDC, we talk about this as the 
need to lead in three dimensions, 
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or Leading in 3D. Those dimen-
sions are innovation, integration 
and incorporation, and our CIO 
Sentiment Survey, released in 
December of 2016, reveals that 
CIOs across the country are fol-
lowing this path to success. 

Digital transformation
We found that CIOs who are lead-
ing the charge are focusing on 
digital transformation as a core 
competency. They’re making a 
case for digital transformation to 
their executive boards, and they’re 
demonstrating the power of digital 
transformation through IT inno-
vation. But they’re also aware of 
the challenges that digital trans-
formation poses to legacy systems. 
To ensure that their systems and 
people won’t be left behind, they 
have devised multiyear plans that 
incorporate their innovation teams 
back into the very DNA of their 
organizations, creating a never-
ending cycle of innovation that 
touches every system.

At the core of digital transfor-
mation is the understanding that 
IT can no longer simply provide 
back-end systems. Instead, IT must 
innovate in a way that impacts 
the bottom line and provides cus-
tomer-facing products. 

IT is in a position to do this 
because it has technical expertise 
and had mastered big data long 
before it became hip. IT often has 
a lot of data on customers, trends 
and products that has never been 
used for customer-facing functions. 
Our CIO Sentiment Survey sur-
vey shows that more than one out 
of three CIOs expect to introduce 
products out of IT that drive new 
business and allow their compa-
nies to compete in new markets.

Legacy issues remain
While all this change is exciting 
and is leading IT in new direc-
tions, CIOs are still facing issues 
with legacy systems, methodolo-
gies and people. Change is hard, 
and what we are finding is that 

organizations are more like air-
craft carriers than speed boats, 
making it difficult to implement 
change. Organizations have old 
systems that need to be updated 
and organizational structures that 
don’t lend themselves to innova-
tion and agile practices. 

To facilitate this shift, IT shops 
are partnering with their busi-
ness counterparts to bridge the 
gaps between talent and teams. 
An influx of business knowledge 
enables IT to better understand 
what the business needs from 
their systems and data. 

In our survey, we found that over 
half of organizations now require 
IT teams to participate in innova-
tion, and almost 40 percent have 
begun to create a singular culture 
that aligns business and IT. 

This cultural shift allows for the 
incorporation of new ideas from 
the innovation groups into legacy 
systems and teams and sets the 
stage for luring new talent that can 
continue to spark innovation. 

We’re seeing CIOs becom-
ing integral members of leader-
ship teams, and they’ re doing it 
through innovation that isn’t sim-
ply for innovation’s sake. They’re 
changing the way IT functions, 
creating innovation engines that 
are constantly refreshing systems, 
methodologies and employees 
with a culture of inclusion.  ♦

Michael Jennett is vice president of  
Mobility Strategies for IDC’s IT Executive 
Programs.

Team Allocation: 
Conventional vs. Innovative

Our teams 
aren’t divided 
into separate 
categories.

We have 
separate teams 
for conventional 
projects and 
new projects.

What is your IT staff culture?

7%

40%

53%

Every IT team 
participates in 
innovation and 
in optimizing 
existing systems.

SOURCE: IDC CIO SENTIMENT SURVEY: 2016

http://www.cio.com
https://www.idc.com/getdoc.jsp?containerId=PRF004438
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T H I N K S T O C K

 Systems Administrator (Sysadmin)

ROLES

Systems administrator, network 
administrator, server administrator, 
DevOps engineer, systems support 
engineer

MINIMUM  
EDUCATION

Bachelor’s degree or equivalent  
experience

RELEVANT  
AREAS OF 

STUDY

Computer science, networking,  
business, communications

TECHNOLOGY 
SKILLS

Microsoft server, Unix, security,  
cloud computing, virtualization

POTENTIAL  
EMPLOYERS

Organizations of all sizes in various 
industries, including retail, technol-
ogy, insurance and manufacturing

NATIONAL  
MEDIAN  
SALARY

$59,951 

What it takes to  
be a sysadmin  
Despite dire predictions, the role of the systems 
administrator is far from obsolete. Nick Bush’s career is 
proof that the job remains critical to IT even as it evolves.
BY SHARON FLOR ENTINE

With the ubiquity of cloud technology and the avail-
ability of modern systems administration tools that 
allow anyone from developers to administrative 
assistants to procure and provision servers and ser-
vices, it’s tempting to think that the role of the sys-

tems administrator, or sysadmin, is obsolete. 
But the sysadmin role isn’t going anywhere. It’s evolving and becoming 

less focused on hardware and infrastructure and more on services deliv-
ery — a shift that’s leading organizations to see systems administration 
as an innovation engine rather than a cost center. And that’s great news 
for IT pros looking to further their careers.

http://www.cio.com
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Constantly evolving
The constant evolu-
tion has kept Nick Bush 
engaged and fulfilled in 
his role as a sysadmin, a 
career that began back in 
his high school days.

“My friends and I were 
sort of the stereotype: We 
joined the A/V club and 
worked in the computer 
lab for the school district,” 
Bush says. “I worked for 
the district as a computer 
tech during summers, too. 
And then after I gradu-
ated, I went to DeVry Uni-
versity expecting to focus 
on computer engineering.”

Once at DeVry, though, 
Bush realized engineer-
ing wasn’t for him, so he 
changed to information 
systems. Even then, his 
skills were in such high 
demand that he decided 
to leave school to work in 
systems support. He later 

took a job as a “technology 
engineer” — a one-man IT 
shop — for his old school 
district.

“I couldn’t see myself 
sitting at a computer writ-
ing code for 40 hours a 
week; that wasn’t for me,” 
Bush recalls. “When the 
school district offered me 
the technology engineer 
job, I knew that was where 
I wanted to be. It was me 
and another person han-
dling around 200 teach-
ers, 2,200 students over 
six buildings — that was a 
great challenge.”

After working in various 
roles at the school district 

for 10 years, Bush moved 
on to network adminis-
trator positions — one 
of which was at a global 
retail company where he 
was part of an IT team for 
the first time. When that 
company downsized and 
laid off a number of IT 
folks, Bush found himself 
unemployed for the first 
time in his life. But he was 
out of work for only three 
weeks.

The fact that he was 
able to find a new job in 
less than a month “speaks 
to how important these 
roles and responsibilities 
are,” Bush says. “Even 

without a college degree, 
the experience I’d had 
and the skills I’d acquired 
meant I wasn’t stuck. Back 
then, and even now, job 
descriptions will say, ‘four-
year degree or equivalent 
experience,’ and [when] 
you’re interviewing . . . 
you’re more likely to get 
questions about how you 
handled certain problems 
[that focus on] experience 
rather than education.” 

Bush now works for 
Southfield, Mich.-based 
Meadowbrook Insurance 
Group, where he holds the 
title of systems adminis-
trator, Level 2. He works 

out of Meadowbrook’s 
Columbus, Ohio, office, 
where he supports around 
200 users and manages 
many of the 80 physical 
servers and more than 
200 virtual servers.

Experience 
trumps training
Like Bush, a significant 
number of sysadmins 
have little formal training 
but instead have learned 
on the job, according to a 
survey from IT infrastruc-
ture monitoring software 
company Paessler, which 
polled 650 sysadmins 
from 49 countries about 

“ My friends and I were sort of the stereotype:  
We joined the A/V club and worked in the computer  
lab for the school district. ” 

— NICK BUSH, SYSTEMS ADMINISTRATOR, MEADOWBROOK INSURANCE GROUP

http://www.cio.com
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their education, their 
responsibilities and their 
everyday work. 

According to Paessler, 
41 percent of those polled 
said they have academic 
degrees, 36 percent said 
they have vocational train-
ing and 24 percent said 
they learned on the job.

“University training 
generally doesn’t cover 
sysadmin tasks. Voca-
tional training would, but 
it would go out of date 
quickly,” says Kimberley 
Parsons Trommler, a prod-
uct evangelist at Paessler.

As sysadmin roles have 
evolved, the education 
system hasn’t kept pace, 
so real-world experi-
ence is critical, says Jason 
Hand, DevOps evangelist 
and incident and alerting 
specialist at collaborative 
incident management soft-
ware company Victor Ops. 

“Having that formal 
education, even having 
certifications, doesn’t 
help as much as it used 
to, because so much of the 
success in the role can go 
back to cultural fit and 
experience,” Hand says. 
“If we hire you, we’ll send 
you to training and make 
sure you know what tools 
we’re using.” 

DevOps, sysadmin  
skills overlap
If you’re planning to get 
a formal degree with the 
intention of becoming a 
systems administrator, 
Hand says your best bet 

is to focus on the same 
areas of study as someone 
in DevOps would, since 
that’s how sysadmin roles 
are evolving.

Robert Scott, direc-
tor of the University of 
Michigan’s Center for 
Engineering Diversity 
and Outreach, says classes 
in computer science and 
engineering as well as the 
design and deployment of 
infrastructure, software, 
algorithms and tools pro-
vide a strong technical 
background, while course-
work in managing and 
maintaining structured 
and unstructured data is 

important from the infor-
mation systems side, and 
a knowledge of business 
fundamentals, strategy, 
business process develop-
ment and analytics offer a 
solid business foundation. 

Hand says it would be 
helpful to master specific 
hard skills, such as knowl-
edge of tools like Puppet 
and Chef that help auto-
mate infrastructure and 
services management, 
containers like Docker, and 
cloud computing and vir-
tualization technologies. 

So, the next time some-
one tries to tell you that 
being a systems adminis-

trator is a dead-end career, 
take it with a grain of salt, 
because while the job is 
certainly evolving, it’s not 
going away, Bush says. 

The sysadmin role “is 
so necessary in every 
company that uses IT,” he 
says. “There still needs to 
be people to manage and 
maintain networks, to 
help spin up and configure 
infrastructure, to serve 
customers and to inno-
vate. There may be fewer 
of us, but that makes us 
more valuable.”  ♦

Sharon Florentine is a senior 
writer at CIO.com. 

“ University training generally doesn’t cover sysadmin tasks.  
Vocational training would, but it would go out of date quickly.” 

— KIMBERLEY PARSONS TROMMLER, PRODUCT EVANGELIST,  PAESSLER

http://www.cio.com
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http://www.cio.com
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quickly,” says Kimberley 
Parsons Trommler, a prod-
uct evangelist at Paessler.
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evolved, the education 
system hasn’t kept pace, 
so real-world experi-
ence is critical, says Jason 
Hand, DevOps evangelist 
and incident and alerting 
specialist at collaborative 
incident management soft-
ware company Victor Ops. 
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education, even having 
certifications, doesn’t 
help as much as it used 
to, because so much of the 
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If you’re planning to get 
a formal degree with the 
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Hand says your best bet 
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in DevOps would, since 
that’s how sysadmin roles 
are evolving.

Robert Scott, direc-
tor of the University of 
Michigan’s Center for 
Engineering Diversity 
and Outreach, says classes 
in computer science and 
engineering as well as the 
design and deployment of 
infrastructure, software, 
algorithms and tools pro-
vide a strong technical 
background, while course-
work in managing and 
maintaining structured 
and unstructured data is 

important from the infor-
mation systems side, and 
a knowledge of business 
fundamentals, strategy, 
business process develop-
ment and analytics offer a 
solid business foundation. 

Hand says it would be 
helpful to master specific 
hard skills, such as knowl-
edge of tools like Puppet 
and Chef that help auto-
mate infrastructure and 
services management, 
containers like Docker, and 
cloud computing and vir-
tualization technologies. 

So, the next time some-
one tries to tell you that 
being a systems adminis-

trator is a dead-end career, 
take it with a grain of salt, 
because while the job is 
certainly evolving, it’s not 
going away, Bush says. 

The sysadmin role “is 
so necessary in every 
company that uses IT,” he 
says. “There still needs to 
be people to manage and 
maintain networks, to 
help spin up and configure 
infrastructure, to serve 
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vate. There may be fewer 
of us, but that makes us 
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writer at CIO.com. 

“ University training generally doesn’t cover sysadmin tasks.  
Vocational training would, but it would go out of date quickly.” 

— KIMBERLEY PARSONS TROMMLER, PRODUCT EVANGELIST,  PAESSLER

http://www.cio.com
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2016 State of DevOps 
Report
Our annual report confirms that 
IT performance is a team effort 
— and it’s an investment that can 
deliver powerful results. DevOps 
speeds up software delivery, 
improves quality and security, 
enhances employee engage-
ment, and more.

8 DOWNLOAD HERE

Get Started with DevOps: 
A Guide for IT Managers
Learn how to align DevOps with 
your organization’s goals, and 
launch DevOps practices such as 
treating infrastructure as code, 
peer code review, continuous 
integration, and building secu-
rity into testing.

8 DOWNLOAD HERE

Cloud Resource Kit
In the cloud or moving to it? 
Puppet Enterprise helps unify 
physical, virtual, and cloud 
environments by automating 
every stage of your modern 
data center — simply, scalably, 
and securely. This resource kit 
shows you how cloud manage-
ment can be done.

8 DOWNLOAD HERE

Using IT Automation  
to Deliver Constantly 
Modern Software
IT is racing ahead with a Moore’s 
law-like inexorability and com-
pounding rate. While it’s impos-
sible to know what’s next, it 
is possible get out of reactive 
mode and set your team up to 
take advantage of future tech-
nology innovations.

8 DOWNLOAD HERE

Try Puppet Enterprise: 
First 10 nodes free
Discover the shortest path to 
better software with Puppet 
Enterprise. Make rapid changes 
across your infrastructure, on 
prem or in the cloud; enforce 
consistency of systems, devices 
and applications; and quickly 
adapt to the needs of your busi-
ness.

8 DOWNLOAD HERE

WHITE PAPER

Toward a World of Frictionless Change: 

Using IT Automation 
To Deliver Constantly 
Modern Software

CASE STUDY

Industry
Retail

Background
Founded in 1976, 1-800-Flowers.com Inc. was one of 
the earliest retail companies to start selling online, 
and is one of the most recognized online retailers 
operating today. The stock is publicly traded on the 
Nasdaq exchange.

Challenge 
• Achieve elasticity in the cloud to respond to peak 

seasonal demand

• Achieve stability & limit costs as the business scales

Solution
Puppet Enterprise to automate cloud provisioning 
and deprovisioning, maintain consistent 
configurations and efficiency as the business grows.

Results
Automation of routine system tasks and 
configuration control helps 1-800-Flowers.com move 
to the cloud more quickly.

1-800-Flowers.com  
Configuration 
Management, 
Security & Cloud 
Operations 
with Puppet

Manage Change, 
Enforce Security, 
and Incorporate 

Cloud in Your 
Windows 

Ecosystem 

Today, more organizations are 

taking a step back and looking 

at new ways to manage 

Windows-based application 

lifecycles and methods to 

integrate with major cloud 

ecosystems like Azure. To make 

those decisions, organizations 

must look at the capabilities 

of their technologies and 

management toolsets. 

Another thing to consider is 

that compliance, security and 

the modern user are all big 

factors when working with the 

Windows ecosystem.

In this white paper, you will 

learn how you can create next-

gen security and compliance-

ready infrastructures, where 

to incorporate better levels of 

control, and how to automate 

the delivery and operation 

of Windows applications on 

premise and in the cloud.

By Bill Kleyman and Stephanie Stouck

WHITE PAPER: MANAGE CHANGE, ENFORCE SECURITY, AND INCORPORATE CLOUD IN YOUR WINDOWS ECOSYSTEM 
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Learn more at puppet.com

Cloud Management
Today’s enterprise is a hub of heterogeneous technologies that are complex and expensive 

to support, especially when you consider adopting cloud. If you’re considering a move to the 

cloud, you’re probably looking at: 

• Trying to modernize legacy infrastructure and applications with tools that don’t work 

across mixed environments.

• Your organization’s need to gain agility with a consistent, automated path to adopting new 

cloud infrastructure, plus the ability to scale up or down on demand.

• Ensuring that  security and compliance policies are consistent across all your 

environments — physical, virtual, cloud.

Puppet Enterprise helps unify physical, virtual and cloud environments by automating every 

part of your modern data center — simply, scalably, and securely. With a single integrated 

solution, you can:

• Streamline management of your compute, storage and network resources.

• Efficiently adopt cloud for building new applications.

• Scale workloads efficiently across heterogeneous environments.

• Do all this across various flavors of public, private and hybrid cloud.

of enterprises  
lack automation.

organizations believe 
cloud will help them 
improve their revenue.
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A Guide for  
IT Managers
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