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Gender and Genesis
There’s always a danger of marginalizing women with 

articles that focus on their particular experiences or 

situations. And our cover package arguably does just that, 

providing leadership lessons for women drawn from the 

experiences of three highly successful female IT leaders 

— Andi Karaboutis of Biogen Idec, Pam Parisian of AT&T, 

and former CIO Becky Blalock, the author of a career-

advice book for female executives. 

 Certainly, the professional experiences of these three 

women have been shaped in part by the fact that they are 

female in what is still a male-dominated profession. Some 

of what they have to say about successful IT leadership 

has a gender component — particularly concerning 

management style — and thus should be useful to younger 

women working their way up through the IT ranks.

 At the same time, all three say they don’t think their 

gender has hindered — or helped — them over the course 

of their careers. Much of the advice they have to offer 

reflects who they are as individuals rather than as women. 

For that reason, we think this section, while aimed at 

young and aspirational female IT executives, holds 

interesting messages for all IT executives, whatever their 

gender or age.

 If the cover package offers gender-relevant career advice, 

our special section “A CIO’s First 90 Days” offers genesis-

relevant advice — how to get off on the right foot  

in a new job.

 Over the next year, CIO Straight Talk will offer a variety 

of perspectives on this topic in a variety of formats — 

articles, webinars, events. In line with the Straight Talk 

philosophy, most of these views will be offered by your 

peers — fellow CIOs and other senior IT executives. 

 But to kick off the program, we offer the views of two 

leadership transition experts, Peter High and Michael 

Watkins, on the genesis of a successful job tenure — what 

first steps to take in order to ensure success in your  

new position.

Paul Hemp

Editor-in-Chief 

CIO Straight Talk

Wendy Semerau

1 Mid America Plaza 

Suite 403, Oakbrook Terrace, 

IL 60181 USA 

408 - 328 - 7701 

wsemerau@hcl.com
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It’s no secret that women are underrepresented in IT leadership 
positions. For example, only about 17 percent of Fortune 500 
companies had female CIOs at the beginning of 2015, according to 
a study by Boardroom Insiders.
 This isn’t to say that women are unrepresented in the IT senior 
executive ranks. In fact, women account for nearly one-quarter of 
the CIOs at Fortune 100 companies and exactly half of the CIOs at 
Fortune 10 companies. And the relative representation of women 
in the CIO role is impressive. Whereas 17 percent of Fortune 500 
companies have a female CIO, only about 11 percent of them have a 
female CFO, and less than 5 percent have a female CEO. 
 But women’s relative success in making it to the top of the IT 
function is little consolation for those who believe that the low 
percentage of female CIOs needs to be raised — that it not only 
dampens the aspirations of women coming up through the IT ranks 
but also works to the detriment of companies who would benefit 
from a CIO with a female perspective. 
 Unconscious gender bias and work-life issues are sometimes 
cited as reasons for the relatively low percentage of CXOs, 
including CIOs. But there is another reason particular to IT 
executives: The lack of a robust pipeline of qualified female 
candidates, resulting from the traditionally low percentage of girls 
who pursue the so-called STEM subjects (science, technology, 
engineering, and math) in secondary school and college. In 
recent years, initiatives have been launched — epitomized in 
the slogan “Code Like a Girl” — to overcome the perception that 
STEM disciplines represent a geeky, boys’ world. (The view of IT 
as a primarily male domain didn’t always exist. Sixty years ago, 
it seemed perfectly natural for women to work in the world of 
computers and information technology, as the article on  
page 28 explains.) 
 It is against this backdrop that we asked three highly successful 
female CIOs to reflect on their careers and offer advice to women 
coming behind them — from schoolgirls to mid-career executives 
— on how to succeed in the world of IT. We weren’t looking for a 
definitive checklist but rather some impressionistic observations 
based on their experiences.
 All three of the women — Andi Karaboutis, the former Global 
CIO of Dell and now EVP of Technology and Business Solutions at 
Biogen Idec; Becky Blalock, the former CIO of Southern Company 
and the author of the book Dare: Straight Talk on Confidence, 
Courage, and Career for Women in Charge; and Pam Parisian, 
the CIO of AT&T Services — said they didn’t think their gender 
hindered, or helped, them over the course of their careers.
 But they do have some interesting observations about being 
a woman in IT and offer some lessons for up-and-coming IT 
executives, male and female alike.

ADVICE TO ADVANCE 
YOUR CAREER



ADRIANA ”ANDI” KARABOUTIS
Adriana.karaboutis@biogenidec.com
@AndiKaraboutis 



CHOOSING THE ROAD 
NOT TAKEN 

POSITION
Executive Vice President, Technology and Business Solutions 

COMPANY
Biogen Idec

WORKS FROM
Cambridge, MA 

PROFESSIONAL BACKGROUND
Andi Karaboutis joined Biogen Idec in September 2014. Previously, she served as Vice President 
and Global Chief Information Officer at Dell. Prior to joining Dell, in 2010, Karaboutis spent 
over 20 years at General Motors Corporation and Ford Motor Company in various global IT and 
business operations leadership positions. She was recently elected to serve on Advance Auto 
Parts’ Board of Directors, received the 2014 Girlstart award for achievement in STEM initiatives, 
and was an MIT Sloan CIO Leadership Finalist. She has been named to Computerworld’s Premier 
100 IT Leaders; CIO Outlook’s Top 75 CIOs; Little Pink Book’s Top 10 Women in Technology; and 
STEM Connector’s Top 100 Women in STEM.
 
EDUCATION
BS and graduate studies, Computer Science, Wayne State University; Marketing Strategy 
Program, Fuqua School of Business, Duke University

PERSONAL PASSIONS
Spending time with family (husband, two dogs, and wonderful children — when they come back 
home to visit!), learning (just enrolled at Harvard for graduate studies)

Following a less traveled path can be a wise career move. But while avoiding 
the crowds, be careful not to get in your own way.
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I’ve held technology leadership positions in three 

industries: automotive, computing, and now 

biotechnology. Being a woman hasn’t hurt me in 

those roles. Yes, there have been instances when 

I may not have been taken as seriously as a male 

counterpart or may have been judged differently, 

but I’ve learned that the best way to deal with those 

situations is to address them with knowledge, 

honesty, and facts.

An Eclectic Career

“I took the one less traveled by,” wrote poet Robert 

Frost in “The Road Not Taken,” “and that has made all 

the difference.” In some ways, this has been the story 

of my career. In college, I started out in mechanical 

and industrial engineering. Within a semester or two, 

I fell in love with computer science as I was learning to 

do some FORTRAN programming (now that will date 

me). At the time, some 30 years ago, this was a road less 

traveled — and almost not traveled at all by women. But 

I enjoyed math and took that route. 

 I absolutely loved the programming, so I kept going. 

Later, I did graduate work in electrical engineering and 

computer control systems. As a woman in technology, I 

was always the minority, whether it was in the classroom 

or in the field. For me, I never gave it a second thought; 

it was a very welcoming and invigorating environment. 

As a novelty in the class or on the job, people were 

interested in why I was there but more importantly in 

what I was doing. In fact, I didn’t find it an issue to be in 

an almost all-male environment, and I always found the 

proverbial stage to demonstrate my computer science 

training. It was very exciting.

 I was very lucky to spend 20 years in the auto 

industry, which afforded me many opportunities. 

An important one was leaving IT to work in the 

business operations for six years — I tell people that 

this was the best IT training I had. Another great 

opportunity was going to Europe for a couple of years. 

Holding a leadership role in IT as a female in Europe, 

I was certainly in the minority, and I took that as an 

opportunity to demonstrate my capabilities.

Dealing with a Dual Standard

If I make things sound very smooth-sailing, it’s because 

I’ve either made a conscious decision to move away from  

unfortunate situations or I’ve been able to fix things 

where I thought I was treated differently than a male 

executive. I’ve been in situations where, for example, 

assertiveness, boldness, and courageousness for male 

colleagues were viewed as just that: assertive, bold, and 

courageous. 

 But when I showed these same attributes, they were 

deemed as aggressive or too bold or emotional. I was 

once told I needed to be less of a Type A personality – 

in a room full of Type A personalities! It makes you sit 

back and think, “How could there be such a disparity 

in interpretation between similar characteristics 

among men and women?” Fortunately, there has 

been significant progress in recent years around 

valuing diversity and gender differences. Successful 

corporations, like Biogen, seek out diversity, recognizing 

that diverse teams are more productive – 24 percent 

more, according to some studies.

 So what was my response to the situation above?  I 

“ As a woman in technology, 

I was always the minority, 

whether it was in the classroom 

or in the field. For me, it 

was a very welcoming and 

invigorating environment. As a 

novelty in the class or on the job, 

people were interested in why I 

was there but more importantly 

in what I was doing. ”
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sat down with the leader and said, “Look, obviously 

you feel that I’ve been a little too assertive in how I’m 

approaching things. Yet in a very similar situation, you 

had a similarly strong reaction. What’s the difference?” 

When you approach people with logic, data, facts, and 

examples, the focus is on the work and not on gender 

differences. Most people don’t argue with well-thought-

out logic.

 Men and women are wired differently; that helps 

make diverse teams successful. When somebody tells 

us to be less assertive or Type A, we need to avoid the 

temptation to go home, overthink and analyze it, and 

then try to change our behavior. I tell women that 

in these situations, “You need to get out of your own 

way – nobody can control you but you. Focus on great 

ideas and great work, the opportunities to contribute, 

and the opportunities to learn.” This will work in your 

favor. And, if it doesn’t, move on. Some companies value 

diversity, and other companies talk about diversity – 

make sure you’re in the right company. Being assertive 

and having the courage to stand up for what you believe 

should be appreciated in men and women alike. It works 

both ways.

Career Advice for Women 

What else have I learned in my 30 years as a technologist 

and executive? 

 Focus on what’s important. Eleanor Roosevelt 

said: “Great minds discuss ideas; average minds discuss 

events; small minds discuss people.” Don’t focus on what 

people say or do, including criticism of you. Instead, 

focus on the contributions you can make and the great 

ideas that can drive your and your company’s goals 

forward. Focus on building great high-performing teams 

that deliver success. I talked about getting out of your 

own way and not overthinking criticisms or bumps in 

the road. But also don’t let others stand in the way of 

your pursuit of great things. 

 Don’t define yourself primarily as a female 

executive. Mary Barra, the CEO of General Motors, 

says that when she walks into a room, her first thought 

isn’t how many women are there and if she’s the only 

one. She thinks about the purpose of the meeting, about 

the problem they’re trying to solve or the solution they’re 

trying to create. 

 That epitomizes how I feel. Have I sometimes felt 

as if I were treated differently because I’m a woman? 

Absolutely, but I don’t go in to situations with that 

at the top of my mind. What’s at the top of my mind 

is, for example, that I’m only a few months into the 

biotechnology business, a completely new industry for 

me. How do I understand molecular biology? How do I 

apply technology to the drug discovery process and to 

helping our patients? How do we use wearables to help 

our patients improve their quality of life? Those are the 

things I’m thinking about and I expect my team to be 

thinking about as we look to develop a high-performing 

diverse team.

 Learn everything you possibly can. Learn 

everything you can about technology. Learn everything 

you can about your field. I’m taking a biotechnology 

“ When you approach people with logic, data, facts, and examples, the 

focus is on the work and not on gender differences. ”
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class that introduces me to a new domain and has helped 

me on the job in my first months at Biogen. Learning 

can be done by taking classes, by reading and listening, 

by doing. One of the best ways to learn is to surround 

yourself with smarter people and mentors. The mentors 

I’ve had along the way have been people I’ve worked 

with who have accomplished the things they wanted 

to accomplish. One of them was Ralph Szygenda, the 

CIO at General Motors, who I’ve gone back to time and 

time again for good guidance and advice. Ralph never 

looked at any of us as male or female, old or young. He 

was extremely demanding, asking for the best all of us 

could give, and he has produced 20 or 25 CIOs who went 

through what I call his “boot camp.” Find a mentor like 

Ralph and learn.

 Expand your horizons beyond the workplace. Figure 

out what you’re passionate about and follow that passion 

to find opportunities to learn outside of work. For 

example, I became President of the Michigan Council for 

Women in Technology because I believed we didn’t have 

enough young girls in the leadership pipeline. You have 

“ When somebody tells us to 

be less assertive or Type A, we 

need to avoid the temptation to 

go home, overthink and analyze 

it, and then try to change our 

behavior. I tell women that in 

these situations, ‘You need to get 

out of your own way and focus 

on great ideas and great work.’ ”

Refining the Technology Leader’s Role 

After a 30-year career in IT, I’ve joined Biogen Idec in a new role that encompasses internal IT, digital 
health, and data analytics — a role that is emblematic of the changing nature of the CIO’s job. While at 
its core Biogen is a company whose products are therapeutics for neurodegenerative, autoimmunity, 
and hemophilia, information and digital health technologies play key roles for improving patient 
insights and outcomes. Technology is a big enabler for what we can do for our patients, providers,  
and payers. 
 Many companies have CIOs who are expert in managing the back office, infrastructure, 
communications, application development, and building the company’s IT capabilities. That is a 
traditional CIO. But at Biogen, we have greatly expanded IT into a Technology and Business Solutions 
organization. We focus on IT capabilities and the internal operational excellence to make the company 
run efficiently. But we’re also looking to expand our digital agenda and to gain new insights from 
analytics. I was hired to do both, to run IT and lead Biogen’s digital health and global data undertaking.
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to do something outside of work to keep you fresh. I love 

technology, and I’ve always looked for opportunities to 

learn and make an impact beyond the job I was doing or 

the specific position I was holding. 

 Take the road less traveled. As I said, this 

phrase in some ways defines my career. Don’t limit 

yourself to one industry simply because that’s where 

you’ve spent a good part of your career. Expand your 

horizons, leave IT, leave your industry, try something 

new, move back – simply be open to possibilities you 

never imagined before. Remove your own boundaries.

Keep an Eye on the Big Picture

For me, the most important thing to learn in whatever 

industry or business you’re in is how to apply technology 

to make a difference to end customers. 

 When George Scangos, Biogen’s CEO, talked to me 

about joining the company, he didn’t talk about the big 

data analytics tools that we could develop or the insights 

we could get from wearables. He talked to me about what 

he wants to do in the biotech industry and the impact 

he wants to have on our patients’ lives. He expects me 

to connect technology to the achievement of those goals.

That’s what propels me forward.

 My 17-year-old stepdaughter, Sarah, is an extremely 

smart, extremely independent young lady who is keeping 

all her options open and recognizes she can do anything 

that she sets her mind to. The discussions we have aren’t 

centered around, “You are good at math and therefore 

you should go into the sciences.” The discussions we 

have are around what situations motivate her, what 

she would like to create, improve, deliver, drive. These 

conversations help keep the focus on goals versus the 

means to get there, which is a secondary step. Focusing 

on strong goals makes the means achievable.

CIO Straight Talk | 13



BECKY BLALOCK
Former CIO, Southern Company; author of  
Dare: Straight Talk on Confidence, Courage,  
and Career for Women in Charge

blalock.becky@gmail.com
@Becky_Blalock



PUT YOURSELF OUT THERE 
AND PAY IT FORWARD

Author of the best-selling book Dare: Straight 
Talk on Confidence, Courage, and Career 
for Women in Charge, Becky Blalock is a 
sought-after speaker and thought leader. 
She is currently the Managing Partner at 
Advisory Capital, a strategic consulting 
firm specializing in the energy, information 
technology, and medical industries.
 During her 33-year career with Southern 
Company, Blalock held a variety of leadership 
positions before becoming Senior Vice 
President and Chief Information Officer. 
Under her leadership, Southern Company 
was recognized as one of the 100 Most 
Innovative Companies by CIO magazine and 
one of the 100 Best Places to Work in IT by 
Computerworld magazine.

 Blalock is a member of the Board of 
Directors for the Electric Power Research 
Institute (EPRI) and The Community 
Foundation for Greater Atlanta. She serves 
as Chair of the Advisory Board of Emory 
Healthcare and is on the advisory board of 
several private equity companies. She was 
named a Fellow of the International Women’s 
Forum and Leadership Foundation and has 
received the Honorary Lifetime Achievement 
Award from the Georgia CIO Leadership 
Association and the Legacy Award from 
Women in Technology. 
 The following is an edited transcript of 
Blalock’s recent phone conversation with CIO 
Straight Talk Contributing Editor Gil Press.

The former CIO of Southern Company, the fourth-largest utility in the U.S., 
shares what she and other successful female business leaders have learned in 
their careers — and dares other women to aspire to that kind of success 
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Why did you decide to major in business 
in college at a time when it was rare for 
women to take that career path?

I was one of only three women in the University of West 

Georgia’s school of business in the late 1970s, and it 

really happened by accident. I was working three jobs 

and putting myself through undergraduate school when 

one of the professors advertised that he would pay $5.00 

per hour for help with a market research study. That was 

three times what I was making in other jobs, and I was 

lucky — no one else even applied. The professor, Walter 

Wood, had patented the idea for frozen orange juice 

concentrate. I worked with him in mining large volumes 

of data to find trends and patterns. It turned out I was 

really good at that, and he suggested I get a business 

degree. I said, “I don’t really know anything about 

business. Nobody in my family has been in business.” 

But I took a couple of business classes and got hooked. 

 I think it’s very hard to be something you’ve never 

seen.    For example, most women don’t even think about 

going into IT, because they don’t know anyone who 

works in this field and so they don’t have a mentor or 

role model. Several recent studies cite this as a major 

reason we are not seeing young women pursue degrees 

or work in this field.

 If you look at the number of women who have entered 

the workforce since 1970, we’ve added 25 percent to 

the gross domestic product of the United States. If you 

look at the jobs that are the fastest growing and the best 

paid, they’re all either in the medical field or IT. Women 

are going into the medical field, but not IT. These jobs 

are going to get filled. They’re just going to get filled in 

another country. We have to get more women excited 

about IT so that this vital and well-paid work does not  

go offshore.

You started working in IT at a senior 
position without having any IT 
experience. How did that happen?

I had been serving as the assistant to the CEO, and he 

asked if I would take a position as a regional CIO at one 

of our operating companies. I thought, “I’m not qualified 

for that job,” but I did not know how to say no to him.  

 I took the job and really felt like a fish out of water for 

about six months. One of the things I write about in the 

book is that a comfort zone is a very dangerous place to 

be. It’s where we all want to be because that’s where we 

feel safe and valued and appreciated. But if you want 

to reach your full potential, you’ve got to be willing 

to step outside that comfort zone on a pretty regular 

basis. If you’re not willing to put yourself out there and 

fail, you’re never going to learn and get the experience 

that qualifies you for the next job. The most important 

learning we get is through on-the-job experience. I was 

“ A comfort zone is a very dangerous place to be. It’s where we all want 

to be because that’s where we feel safe and valued and appreciated. But 

if you want to reach your full potential, you’ve got to be willing to step 

outside that comfort zone on a pretty regular basis. ”
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very fortunate that I got pushed out of my comfort zone.

A lot of people are afraid to put themselves out there, 

and particularly so when they are a minority. Women 

feel that they don’t have the same safety nets that men 

do. If they fail, it’s going to be final. But we overestimate 

the consequences of failure. If you want to be all that you 

can be, you must try new things. Those failures are not 

failures; they’re feedback on what doesn’t work.  

 They help us to be successful on the next try. Babe 

Ruth hit 714 career home runs, but if you go back and 

look at the records, he struck out twice as many times as 

he hit home runs. There were many years when he led 

the league in strikeouts. But he was willing to get up to 

the plate. He swung, and if he didn’t get a hit, he learned 

what didn’t work, so he could be successful on the next 

try. Careers are exactly the same way. You have to get 

the experiences that then qualify you to move up the 

corporate ladder. 

 When I coach young people for interviews, I tell them 

to prepare for one really important question: “What’s 

the biggest mistake you’ve ever made, and what did you 

learn from it?” Everybody makes mistakes. It’s not the 

mistake that’s important; it’s what you learn from it and 

how you recover from it that count.   

How important is it in today’s 
technological and business 
environment to try different things and 
have experience in different fields and 
domains? 

I think my broad business experience is what most 

helped me succeed as a leader in IT. If you have not 

worked in the business you support, you should find a 

way to make that happen. IT should always be focused 

on driving business value. If you can’t articulate how the 

tools you provide will make the business run better or 

more efficiently, there will be limits to how successful 

you will be.  

 But having said that, I have found that the times I was 

most effective as a leader were when I knew the least. 

One day, when I was still fairly new in my CIO role, a 

young woman who had worked for me in accounting 

and followed me over to IT came up to me and said, 

“You’re a much better leader in IT than you were when 

we were in accounting.” I said, “How can you say that? 

When I was in accounting, I was a subject matter expert. 

I felt like I knew exactly what I was doing. Here, it’s 

very uncomfortable for me because I feel like I’m so 

dependent on other people.” She said, “When we were in 

accounting, you were the subject matter expert and you 

tended to micromanage everything we did. You tended 

to make all the decisions. Here, you are truly leading.

 You listen to the people around you. You talk to 

external experts about what direction we need to go 

in and the new tools that are becoming available. And 

then you ask for our input. You take all of that into 

consideration before you make decisions.” That’s what 

leadership is about. Leadership is about how you listen 

to your team and surround yourself with people who 

have knowledge that you may not have. Nobody can 

know it all in today’s world. The higher up you go in a 

job, the less it’s about you and the more it’s about who you 

surround yourself with. How you listen to people, how 

you motivate them, and how you communicate with them.
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a sponsor, your name does not even get on the list for 

senior jobs. 

 I often coach women to make sure they are taking the 

initiative in managing their careers and not expecting 

their boss to do that for them. As women we are often 

programmed early in life to wait to be asked instead of 

seeking opportunities ourselves. Several recent studies 

of Fortune 500 companies have found that women don’t 

aggressively pursue jobs for which they feel less than 

100 percent qualified. Men, on the other hand, are much 

more willing to seek a job for which they are not fully 

prepared. This is critical, because if you wait until you 

are 100 percent prepared you’ve lost valuable time. It’s 

that on-the-job training that helps you grow into the job 

and get ready for the next one up. 

 The other key piece of advice I have is to pay it 

forward. No one reaches senior jobs without the support 

of many other people.

In addition to getting out of your comfort 
zone, what other advice do you offer to 
female executives? 

I see women who work very hard and are smart and 

talented, but they don’t understand that once you get 

into middle management, everybody’s competent and 

everybody can execute. What gets you promoted beyond 

that is much more political. It’s about making sure that 

the work that’s being done is the work that needs to be 

done. At the most senior level, you have to set priorities 

and the direction. You need a very different skill set 

in the C-suite than you need in middle management. 

You have to be able to leverage yourself through other 

people. That means you have to be good at building a 

trusting team.

 You also need a sponsor, which is very different from 

a mentor. A sponsor is someone who has a seat at the 

top table and is willing to advocate for you. Without 
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What do you mean by “pay it forward”?

It’s all about what you can do to help somebody else. 

Every time I have reached out to help someone, it has 

come back to me tenfold. The universe has a perfect 

accounting system. The more you help others, the more 

help you will get along the way. 

 I could tell you hundreds of stories where I thought I 

was helping somebody, but they ended up doing so much 

more for me. If you go into a relationship thinking about 

what you’re going to get out of it and what you can take 

from somebody, you’ll never be successful. You should 

go into it thinking, “What can I do to help this person?” 

That’s how you build the relationship. It ends up coming 

back to benefit you. 

What additional advice do you have for 
female executives?

Surround yourself with positive role models. If you 

want to be a better tennis player, what do you do? You 

play tennis with somebody who is better than you. If 

you want to be successful at work, you need to identify 

people who have a great attitude, who are maybe a better 

leader than you, and go hang out with them and ask 

them to coach you. Even Abraham Lincoln needed that.  

 When he was shot in the Ford Theater, the people who 

attended to him found a note in his coat pocket from 

somebody nobody had ever heard of. In the note this 

person praised Lincoln and told him what a great leader 

he was. The note was worn out. It was obvious Lincoln 

read it frequently.  We all need people who will affirm 

us. Surround yourself with positive people who will 

affirm you and help make you a better leader. 

 Also, be relentless in asking for feedback and be open 

in receiving it. The best leaders are always asking what 

they could do better. In interviewing men for my book, 

I asked what one trait they would change about women 

at work. The most common answer was, “Quit taking 

everything so personal.” There is a danger when people 

sense they cannot give you candid feedback. Even if you 

disagree with it, it gives you a chance to find out how 

others see you. I’ve learned that it is only those who 

really care about our success who will tell us the things 

we need to hear.

What advice would you give a male 
executive who wants to help women
on his team? 

Make sure they get equal face time with you.  Women are 

often not part of the informal networking that goes on 

in corporations. I don’t think men consciously exclude 

women; it just does not occur to them that they need 

to be more inclusive. I have had men tell me they are 

uncomfortable taking a woman on their team to lunch.   

 I say to them, “She may not want to go to lunch with 

you, either, but you can find other ways to work with her. 

You can work together on a special project, or if you’re 

giving a speech, ask her to come hear you. Or, better 

yet, let her give the speech. You have to find a creative 

way to give her equal face time. Make sure that she gets 

the same attention as the men on the team.” Also, make 

sure her voice is heard. If you have one woman (this also 

happens to minorities) at a meeting, sometimes it is 

hard for her to speak up, and many times when she does, 

her ideas get credited to other people. 

 Make sure you are using a fair process in evaluating 

“ Surround yourself with positive role models. If you want to 

be a better tennis player, what do you do? You play tennis with 

somebody who is better than you.”
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people for the next career move. All the research 

indicates that men are promoted on the basis of 

potential while women are promoted on the basis of a 

track record. 

 Lastly, you should have zero tolerance for offensive 

language or behavior.  Too many times I’ve seen bad 

behavior overlooked in someone who is delivering 

otherwise great results. How your team members do 

things is as important as what they do. I’ve known many 

talented women who’ve left a company because of  

the culture.

You dedicated your book to your 
daughter. I’m sure you get this question 
all the time from the women you talk to 
— how do you balance work and family?

So many women suffer from guilty-working-mother 

syndrome, and I did, too. I was not the first female Vice 

President in my company, but I was the first woman in 

my company to be named Vice President who was also 

a mother. I lived in a neighborhood where I was the 

only mother who worked. It was important for me to 

demonstrate to people that this could be done.  Today, 

there are many women who are making this work, but I 

find that most women who have young children still have 

that guilty syndrome.

 I’m fortunate that my husband did 50 percent of the 

parenting as my daughter was growing up. She is now 

24, so I find that I can provide some insights from my 

journey that may be helpful to the next generation of 

female leaders.

 As the years have rolled by, I have learned that there 

are three things that helped me balance work and 

family. I call them the POD work/life balance principles: 

prioritize, outsource, and delegate. 

 • So, number one is prioritize: Having a clear vision 

of what you want to accomplish in your career and a 

defined set of values makes it easier to set priorities. It 

helps you to say no to things. I am always amazed at the 

number of people who cannot articulate these things. 

 Another tip is to ask your child what is important to 

them and let them help set the priorities. Even a three-

year-old can do this. I used to ask my daughter what 

was really important in her life and to help me prioritize 

where I invested my time. We talk now about the fact 

that I missed out on some things in her life, but she says 

I was always there when it really counted. 

 • The second thing is to outsource: You don’t have to 

do everything yourself. I tell people, “If you want to be 

in the C-suite, you’re not going to be at every ball game 

and you’re not going to have a home-cooked meal on the 

table every night.” Turn loose those things that other 

people can do, because your time is what’s valuable.

“ I have had men tell me they are uncomfortable taking a woman on 

their team to lunch. I say to them, “She may not want to go to lunch with 

you, either, but you can find other ways to work with her. You can work 

together on a special project, or if you’re giving a speech, ask her to 

come hear you. Or, better yet, let her give the speech. ”
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• The third thing is to delegate: I have witnessed women 

— and men, too — who did not delegate appropriately. 

If you are going to be successful as a leader, you have 

to be willing to delegate to other people. The trick 

is surrounding yourself with talent and building a 

trusting team. The most important role for any leader 

is to leverage themselves through others and to grow 

other leaders.  You can also leverage technology. 

Today’s business tools make it possible to get work 

done anywhere. They also make it possible to keep up 

with what is happening in the world and to do advance 

research on almost any project. 

 We all define success differently, but for me these 

three things helped me better leverage my time and 

strike a better balance.  

“ Ask your child what is 

important to them and let them 

help set the priorities. Even a 

three-year-old can do this. I 

used to ask my daughter what 

was really important in her life 

and to help me prioritize where I 

invested my time. ”
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A senior IT executive reflects on how she was able to work her way up from 
the bottom of one of the world’s largest organizations
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I started pretty much at the bottom of the 

corporate hierarchy — as the Assistant to the 

Assistant of a District Manager. In the nearly 35 

years since then, all of them spent at AT&T and 

its predecessors, I’ve worked my way up to 

a position of tremendous responsibility and 

exciting opportunities.

 Along the way, I’ve learned a few things: Don’t be 

afraid to roll up your sleeves and get your hands 

dirty. Take some risks by volunteering for big and 

uncertain challenges. If such challenges start to 

feel overwhelming, take things one step at a time.

But my career hasn’t been all about learning 

valuable lessons. I’ve also had a great time!

Where the Action Is 

And why wouldn’t I have a great time?!

 My field is exciting and constantly changing – I 

don’t think any other part of our organization has 

seen as much change during my tenure as information 

technology – and it puts me and my team at the center  

of the action.

 At AT&T, almost everything we do depends on IT. 

We’re supporting some of the most crucial processes 

the company relies on to do business and succeed. 

Our technology runs everything in retail stores from 

digital signage to point-of-sale systems on reps’ tablets.  

We’re constantly working to improve the customer 

experience through new, innovative technology, such as 

incorporating mobile self-service options that blur the 

line between physical and digital. We’re among the first 

to know when a new product or service is in the pipeline 

because we work hand in hand with marketing. We 

work with the customer care function to empower the 

systems that help them not only answer questions faster 

but predict why customers are calling, so we can address 

their issues proactively. We work with our analytics 

team to help them visualize what the data is telling us, 

so we can adjust our business strategies in real time.  

Plus we’re working side by side with human resources, 

finance, and supply chain… the list goes on.

 It’s hard to imagine any organization that doesn’t rely 

on IT this way. In short, there really is no more exciting 

place to work than technology. 

Get Your Hands Dirty 

Of course you have to like diving into the action and 

confronting a task. Which actually is a pretty good 

approach in general, whether the context is state-of-the-

art technology – or musty file folders. 

 As I said, I started out as the assistant to an assistant. 

I have a vivid memory of my boss leading me to a dark 

stuffy room with microfiche film strewn everywhere. 

The files were hard to read and they tended to stick to 

each other. Filing them was no easy task. But that’s how 

we stored our customer records. I remember thinking, 

as my boss opened that door, “If this is what they need 

me to do, I’m going to whip this room into shape like 

nobody’s business.” 

 That’s how I’ve approached every task I’ve ever been 

asked to do. The folks who succeed in IT aren’t afraid to 

get their hands dirty and leave things better than when 

they found them. It’s how we learn and figure out how 

to make things better for our business clients and our 

customers. I rose through the ranks by not being afraid 

“ I have a vivid memory of 

my boss leading me to a dark 

stuffy room with microfiche 

film strewn everywhere…I 

remember thinking, ‘If this is 

what they need me to do, I’m 

going to whip this room into 

shape like nobody’s business.’ ” 
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to take on the dirty work — indeed, whatever work came 

my way — and doing it to the best of my ability.

 And I always looked for things that needed to be 

changed but weren’t because everyone was too busy 

doing their jobs. I was, too, but finding ways to improve 

efficiency or reduce cost or grow revenues is always 

worthwhile.

Be Willing to Take Chances 
 

My managers gave me more responsibility until 

eventually I reported directly to that district manager, 

running the team responsible for not only filing 

customer records but for creating them. As I progressed 

in my career, I was recommended for a job in Atlanta in 

a new business called “cellular.”  

 I didn’t know much about it. And a couple of my 

superiors advised me against taking the position. It 

was losing money hand over fist and would never be 

a profitable business, they said. But to me, it sounded 

thrilling. And I really wanted one of those cool car 

phones! (At the time, I had a Pontiac Trans Am with a 

T-top and a hatchback. As there was no trunk in which 

you could hide the phone, I had this big metal box sitting 

in the back of the car, with a lot of wires running up to 

the antenna mounted on top.) 

 I made the move and never looked back. And it was 

thrilling. I remember working on Thanksgiving that 

first year because we had some project that we were 

determined to get done. We had 100,000 subscribers—

mostly pager customers. But we were on fire.

 I had responsibility for their billing, ordering, credit, 

and reporting systems. Our goals were to reduce 

activation times, get bills out, and support an increasing 

amount of data. It was a challenge. There was not a lot 

of structure. So I took it one day at a time. Sometimes 

when I went home, I’d immediately collapse on my bed 

and fall asleep. I was exhausted, but it was exhilarating.  

People should always be on the lookout for an interesting 

challenge, even when it’s not entirely clear what it will 

involve. You never know where such a path may lead. 

Take It One Step at a Time
 

“What’s hard by the yard is a cinch by the inch.”

That was one of my mother’s favorite sayings. It’s always 

stuck with me. And it’s an approach I have used often 

in my job and my career. When I confront a challenge 

that is big and unknown, seemingly beyond my ability 

to handle, I feel a mixture of excitement and anxiety. So 

I break it down into incremental steps – inches, if you 

will – that I can take. Over time, those inches add up 

to a complete response. What’s more, breaking it down 

enables you to make adjustments along the way.

 When I was promoted into my first position with a 

big area of responsibility, I just kept telling myself: “I’m 

not quite sure what I’m doing here. I can’t see the end. I 

don’t know if I’m doing the right thing. But I’m going to 

take it one step at a time and keep going in the direction 

my gut tells me to go.” Sometimes you’ll take three steps 

forward and two steps back. But it’s progress.

“ I was recommended for a job in Atlanta in a new business called 

‘cellular’…And a couple of my superiors advised me against taking the 

position…But to me, it sounded thrilling. And I really wanted one of 

those cool car phones!”
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Love Your Job

Bring a positive attitude to work every day: I’d say this is 

one of the most important pieces of advice I could give. 

Now I have 3,000 employees working on my team. 

I oversee people providing software technology and 

support that has a significant impact on our business, 

our business partners, and AT&T as a whole. I’m proof 

that a career in IT can be exciting and rewarding.  There 

is plenty of room to grow. But you not only need to be 

willing to get your hands dirty – you have to love  

doing it. 

 I think that one of the reasons I love what I do is that I 

have an ownership attitude. I own whatever I’m asked to 

do, all the way back to that messy microfiche room. 

I think people inherently want to have pride in their 

work and own the outcome. At the end of the day, I’m 

not going to point my finger and say, “We didn’t get 

the job done because of so-and-so or because of some 

other circumstance.” That just doesn’t fly in IT. The only 

person I can point to is myself. The flip side is, whether 

it’s me or a member of my team, we own what we’re 

working on and we’re excited about the results. What are 

we doing that we’re going to take to the bank?

 So whether you work in IT or somewhere else, my 

advice is simple.  Give it your best effort, no matter what 

the job is.  Volunteer to take on new challenges, because 

you never know who is going to notice your work or 

where it may lead.  Take every opportunity to learn and 

grow; if you can do more, ask for more.  When it feels 

like you may have taken on too much, simply move 

forward a step at a time. Bring a positive attitude to 

work every day. 

 If you do these things, you’ll have more than a job; 

you’ll have a career you love.

Putting “the Only Girl in the 
Class” in the Past Tense

There is not really an area of our lives that isn’t 
touched by technology. It’s such a dynamic place to 
be. But we need to make sure that young people — 
particularly girls—are pursuing science, technology, 
engineering, and math in school. I’d heard my son’s 
girlfriend in the past express reluctance to take 
certain courses in which she might be the only 
female. As technology increasingly affects nearly all 
parts of our lives, I hope that view is disappearing. 
 We have a program at AT&T called Aspire: We 
spend half a day with kids talking to them about 
technology. We have games to show them how 
exciting it can be. One young lady said her dream 
was to open a beauty shop. I told her that was a 
great idea, but that she would still have to figure out 
some technology to run her shop. She was going to 
need a web site. She was going to need technology to 
communicate with customers. She was going to have 
to do digital marketing and advertising. I told her 
that getting some grounding in technology would be 
essential in achieving her goals. 
 One way girls are being encouraged to go 
into technology fields is through STEM (science, 
technology, engineering, math) awareness programs 
for school-age girls. 
 I am one of the advisors for a new employee 
organization, AT&T Women in Technology, which 
encourages and facilitates the recruitment, 
development, advancement, and retention of women 
in the STEM fields by providing educational and 
networking opportunities. (More than 16,000 AT&T 
employees work at STEM-related jobs, and 4,000 
patents have been issued to AT&T women.)
I think as more girls engage with technology, at 
school and in their personal lives, they’ll start to see 
how exciting it is. More of them will stick with STEM 
studies and not feel like – or be – the “only girl in 
the class.” 
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So sang a chorus of “computers” in the Observatory 
Pinafore, a parody of Gilbert and Sullivan’s H.M.S 
Pinafore, written in 1880 by a junior astronomer at 
the Harvard Observatory. In the nineteenth century, 
astronomy was the dominant field of scientific research 
and the discipline that required the greatest amount 
of calculation. Doing the calculations were human 
“computers,” all of them female. 
 By the early twentieth century, computing was 
thought of as women’s work and computers were 
assumed to be female. The proliferation of mass-
produced adding and calculating machines brought the 
female operators of these machines in large numbers 
to military and business settings and to new research 
fields such as economics and social statistics. 

 The work of female computers crested during 
World War II and the early years of the Cold War. They 
attempted to establish their work as an independent 
discipline with its own professional literature, formal 
training, and supportive institutions. But as an 
occupation dominated by women, it gained  
little respect.  
 At Los Alamos, the scientists’ wives were recruited 
in the early stages of the Manhattan Project to compute 
long math problems. Mathematicians — mostly men — 
would approximate the problem-solving horsepower of 
computing machines in “girl-years” and describe a unit 
of machine labor as equal to one “kilo-girl.”
 Then the computers were replaced, first by 
mechanical calculators and later by digital computers. 
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In 1944, Richard Feynman, then a junior staff member 
at Los Alamos, organized a contest between human 
computers and the Los Alamos IBM facility, with both 
performing a calculation for the plutonium bomb. 
For two days, the human computers kept up with the 
machines. “But on the third day,” recalled an observer, 
“the punched-card machine operation began to move 
decisively ahead, as the people performing the hand 
computing could not sustain their initial fast pace,  
while the machines did not tire and continued at their  
steady pace.” 
 With the advent of the digital computer, female 
computers became “computer operators” and 
“programmers.” Six women ran one of the first 
general-purpose electronic computers, the ENIAC, at 
the University of Pennsylvania in 1946. The operators 
were joined by female mathematicians and engineers 
who came from academia or the military or both. 
The most famous of these new recruits to IT was 
Grace Hopper, who was professor of mathematics 

at Vassar and enlisted during the war in the United 
States Navy Reserve. She served on the Mark I 
(another early electronic computer) programming 
staff, wrote and co-wrote some of the early papers 
on computers, and in 1949 joined Eckert–Mauchly 
Computer Corporation, one of the first IT startups. 
Hopper popularized the term “computer bug” after her 
colleagues, the operators of the Mark II, traced the 
cause of the computer’s malfunction to a moth caught 
in a relay and wrote in their logbook “First actual case 
of bug being found.” A widely quoted and celebrated 
participant in the early days of the IT industry, Hopper 
observed, “Programmers… arose very quickly, became 
a profession very rapidly, and were all too soon infected 
with a certain amount of resistance to change.”
 Hopper was a role model for many other women who 
graduated from college with a degree in mathematics 
or engineering and joined the rapidly expanding IT 
sector. In the 1960s, women made up 30 percent to 50 
percent of all programmers. “The Computer Girls,” a 

Source: National Science Foundation, American Bar Association, American Association of Medical Colleges
Credit: Quoc trung Bui/NPR
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1967 article in Cosmopolitan magazine, encouraged 
women to consider careers in a profession with 
lucrative salaries and exciting work: “Now have come 
the big, dazzling computers — and a whole new kind 
of work for women: programming. Telling the miracle 
machines what to do and how to do it. Anything from 
predicting the weather to sending out billing notices 
from the local department store. And if it doesn’t sound 
like women’s work — well, it just is.”
 By 1985, 37 percent of U.S. computer science college 
graduates were women. But in the late 1980s, the 
percentage of women in computer science started to go 
down even as the share of women in other technical and 
professional fields kept rising. In the 1960s and 1970s, 
the widespread use of aptitude testing and personality 
profiles in hiring practices helped create and reinforce 

A 1967 article from Cosmopolitan magazine, “The Computer Girls”

the stereotype of the computer programmer as young, 
male, and antisocial. Early personal computers were 
marketed almost exclusively to males, mostly as 
gaming machines, reinforcing the idea that IT was only 
for boys and creating a “techie culture” from which 
women were excluded. 
 Today, only 17 percent of computer science college 
graduates are women. And only 26 percent of US 
workers in computing occupations are women, a rate 
lower than that of most other science professions.
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The Boeing Company, headquartered in Chicago, designs, manufactures, and sells airplanes, rotorcraft, 

rockets, and satellites. Boeing is among the largest global aircraft manufacturers, is the second-largest 

defense contractor in the world, and is the largest exporter in the United States, by dollar value.
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Realizing the value of analytics and big data is as much about culture as it is 
about the technology used to capture and analyze information.         
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Here at Boeing we’re confronting the 

same challenge that countless other 

companies in a variety of industries 

are facing: how to take all the data 

we’re capturing and turn it into 

usable information.We’re collecting 

more data than ever before, and we’ve 

had to figure out how to change our 

employees from simple data gatherers 

and reporters into information users 

who create business value.

 We’ve been on this journey for 

several years. For a large corporation 

like ours, this level of change takes 

time. The first step was to take a hard 

look at the information that we’re 

gathering to figure out the business 

value it might deliver.

 It’s sexy today to focus on the 

Internet of Things and how to use 

the new data we’re getting from 

sensors embedded in machines to 

come up with new products and 

processes. After all, our Boeing 

787s create half a terabyte of data 

per flight. But there’s much more 

immediate value we can get from 

the information locked inside the 

data we’ve been gathering for years. 

For us, that meant rethinking how 

we use the data generated by our 

Finance, Supply Chain, and Program 

Management functions.

They have to be the ones who buy in 

to the technologies and processes 

and then market them to the larger 

organization.

 The goal here is to embed the 

analytics as close to the user of the 

data as possible. Why? So that it’s 

actionable.

 Our functional areas were in 

different states of maturity in 

terms of being able to capitalize 

on the business value of data and 

analytics. It’s been beneficial to us 

to start with the one or two areas 

that had the clearest understanding 

of what success would look like for 

them. That has made it much easier 

to deliver something that not only 

reaps rewards for that area but also 

serves as an example to the rest of the 

organization of what we can achieve 

with fact-based decision making. If 

you can achieve that business value 

with a fairly quick turnaround, you 

have a model that you can use in 

areas where it might take a little  

more effort.

Self-Service and Sharing

Another primary goal of this long-

term transformation is to create an 

environment that enables as much 

self-service analytics and reporting 

Starting at the End

Our goals had been to evolve from 

reacting to events to using business 

information to act before something 

happens — or even to anticipate 

a particular outcome in order to 

improve results. And that is as much, 

or more, about culture than it is about 

the technology you use to capture, 

analyze, and use that information. 

We want to increase the number of 

decisions throughout the business 

where the analysis of information is 

the primary driver of our actions.

 The first step in being able to do 

that is to make sure you understand 

the problem you are trying to solve. 

By starting at the end of the process, 

everything becomes less difficult. 

You can’t take a “build it and they will 

come” approach. You have to work 

backwards and know what success 

will look like in order to select the 

tools and platforms that will enable it. 

If you don’t, you end up throwing a lot 

of different technologies at problems 

in an attempt to solve them.

 That has to start with the business 

owners. They have to be the ones 

to articulate what success truly is 

and the value they want to derive 

from the data. They have to tell you 

how they want to measure success. 

         You have to work backwards and know what success will look 

like in order to select the tools and platforms that will enable it. If 

you don’t, you end up throwing a lot of different technologies at 

problems in an attempt to solve them.
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as possible. We want everyone to 

become a value integrator.

 That means we want to push the 

analytics further out — as close to 

the end consumer of the information 

as possible via whatever platform is 

required, whether that’s a laptop, PC, 

or mobile device. We want to be able 

to deliver insights that trigger action. 

We don’t want our employees waiting 

for someone else to present them with 

a report, the way it happens with a 

traditional decision support system. 

We want people to be able to see real-time 

data streaming in and respond to it.

 It has been an iterative process:  

You experiment. You find things that 

work in the culture, and you find 

things that don’t work. You have to be 

willing to be a learning organization, 

and as you see patterns that work, 

you adopt them. That’s especially 

true in the area of analytics, which 

is a rapidly evolving space. The tools 

change every year, if not more often. 

You have to be flexible and create an 

architecture that enables you to get 

the best out of what’s out there and 

what’s to come.

 One thing that has worked is to 

have people share the tools and 

of analytics on their own. We are 

enabling people to embrace new tools 

and new ways of thinking. We’re 

creating communities of practice that 

help our culture become a  

fact-based one.

 We’re also looking at strategies 

for managing the IT infrastructure, 

which serves as the backbone for all 

the data and analysis. When we’re 

talking about real-time and predictive 

analytics, performance is critical. 

We’re currently exploring cloud 

strategies that will give us additional 

capacity when we need it.

 Certainly, we’re getting increased 

efficiency in terms of traditional 

business intelligence reporting of 

what has already happened. Our 

primary goal, however, is to enable 

our employees to take action while 

they still have the chance to influence 

outcomes. Better outcomes are 

the measure of our success. We’re 

also exploring how we can predict 

probable outcomes based on patterns 

we’ve observed in the past. And we 

continue to work with those goals 

 in mind. 

 The key is to start with the end in 

mind. I cannot say that enough.

reports they’ve created with peers 

and colleagues. That is helping us 

create an environment where folks 

are accustomed to developing their 

own analytics and sharing their 

efforts. Part of the way we do that is 

to employ some analytics ourselves. 

We’re always looking at the types of 

information our business users are 

asking questions about. We have a 

group of folks who then meet with 

user groups to share reports and 

analytics that have already been 

developed in those areas. That 

way, we’re using systems that have 

been vetted for both accuracy and 

performance. If you’re looking for x, 

you’re interested in this analytics  

and report.

Managing Data Demands

We’re a very large organization, so 

creating an environment that can 

handle the increasing demand for 

analytics has been critical. We can’t 

be overwhelmed. From a human 

resources standpoint, we have to 

make sure we have the right type of 

training and support systems to help 

our employees harness the power 

The Takeaways 
• Transforming employees from data gatherers and reporters into information users who create business value is a 

long journey. This kind of transformation is at heart a culture change — it’s about creating an environment where 
action is driven by the analysis of data, where decisions are based on fact rather than gut feel. 

• To start on this journey, go to the end: Clarify the value you want to derive from data and then work backwards, 
driving the analytics as close as possible to the users of the information. 

• Various functions will be at different stages when it comes to being able to capitalize on the business value of data 
and analytics. Start with areas that have the clearest idea of what success looks like and how they will measure it. 
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Holcim, founded in 1912, is a Swiss-based global building materials and aggregates company. As of 2014, 

Holcim does business in more than 70 countries and employs 71,000 people. The company is the market 

leader in cement production in Latin America and a number of countries around the world.



GOING GOOGLE

POSITION
Senior Vice President and Chief Information Officer 

COMPANY 
Holcim

WORKS FROM
Zürich

PROFESSIONAL BACKGROUND
Khushnud Irani joined Holcim in 2006 and became SVP and CIO in 
2012. At Holcim, he has put a renewed focus on IT strategy, enterprise 
architecture, and a global project portfolio, with a strong emphasis 
on IT functional excellence groupwide. Prior to joining Holcim, Irani 
was EVP and CIO at Qualiflyer Loyalty Ltd., a former Swissair Group 
company responsible for managing the frequent flyer customer loyalty 
programs of several European airlines, encompassing several million 
members worldwide. In addition to IT, he led various operational 
shared services areas, including member servicing and  
back-office operations.

EDUCATION
B.Sc. in Physics, Mumbai University; Honours Diploma in Systems 
Management, National Institute of Information Technology, Mumbai; 
Mastering Technology Enterprise, Joint Program EPFL, ETH, IMD — 
Lausanne; Executive MBA, IMD Lausanne

PERSONAL PASSIONS 
Playing chess and badminton, customer loyalty programs

KHUSHNUD IRANI 
khushnud.irani@holcim.com

When a global company with far-flung operations adopted the Google Apps 
collaboration software, it launched a major internal marketing campaign 
— and enlisted the CEO and CFO as early adopters.        
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As one of the world’s leading 

suppliers of cement and aggregates, 

we have production sites in about 

70 countries on every continent.

That can make communication and 

collaboration difficult. To meet this 

challenge and to unify the many 

platforms in use across the group, our 

executive committee decided to roll 

out Google Apps worldwide to our 

more than 45,000 IT users. We chose 

Google Apps because it will help us 

concentrate on our core businesses 

and bring our employees, customers, 

and partners across the globe closer 

together. Over time, we believe 

Google Apps will help create stronger 

relationships with customers, 

suppliers, and other business 

partners by directly involving them 

in online discussions, idea exchange, 

and project work.

 Our first question was whether 

we should be revolutionary 

or evolutionary in this whole 

community and collaborative space. 

We decided to start a revolution, 

ridding ourselves of legacy systems 

and embracing state-of-the-art 

technologies. In the past, we used 

several different platforms for 

collaboration. Replacing them with a 

single platform in the cloud not only 

simplified our IT infrastructure but 

also enabled us to focus our efforts 

But our top executives were eager to 

lead the change of behavior in this 

space at Holcim. We created a VIP 

training program for them. 

 After gaining acceptance at the 

top of the organizational chart, the 

change flowed down and throughout 

our various regions. We were able to 

replicate our early success with our 

executives pretty quickly in different 

regions, learning from each as we 

went along and using local work 

groups to drive the change. 

 We also sought out ambassadors 

among our frontline employees — 

enthusiasts and younger workers who 

were eager for the suite of Google 

Apps and would promote their use 

throughout the functions. We set 

up training sessions to help these 

workers figure out how to get others 

on board, role-playing the best 

reactions to users who resisted  

the change.

Mass Marketing the 
Transformation

These kinds of innovative and 

interactive electronic workspaces 

help us attract future generations 

of young talent to our organization. 

Generation Y intuitively understands 

these consumers’ applications, and 

Generation Z will have grown up on 

further up the value chain, better 

supporting the business in areas of 

much greater value.

 However, opting for a plug-and-

play cloud solution did not absolve IT 

of all of its responsibilities. Things 

became more straightforward from 

a technology perspective, but we had 

to rethink some of the processes, 

governance, security, and audit 

procedures that had been in place  

for years.

Starting at the Very Top

In many cases, IT will pilot a new 

system in a particular region to 

work out the kinks away from the 

spotlight, providing some cover if a 

particular technology turns out to be 

disastrous. This pilot, however, could 

not have been more visible. After our 

top 150 IT technical professionals 

tested the tools, we actually started 

right at corporate headquarters with 

our executive committee. As CIOs, 

we often talk about how important 

it is to get buy-in from corporate 

leaders when introducing this kind of 

transformational technology. In this 

case, our top management didn’t just 

lend their support to the effort; they 

were the earliest adopters of the tools. 

It’s a risk. You don’t typically test 

something with the CEO or the CFO. 

          In many cases, IT will pilot a new system in a particular 

region to work out the kinks away from the spotlight… This pilot, 

however, could not have been more visible.

CIO Straight Talk | 38



them. This positions us as a more 

attractive workplace to the workers of 

the future. It wouldn’t take much to 

get those latest generations on board 

with the change. 

 The rest of the organization was 

a different matter. We knew this 

was going to be more than just a 

technology replacement. We realized 

very early on that if we presented 

this as an e-mail or collaboration 

replacement, our existing employees 

would concentrate on comparing 

the tools to the ones that have come 

before. Instead, we promoted this 

as a game changer — one that would 

transform the way we communicate, 

the way we collaborate, the way 

we create transparency. It would 

also enable our different operating 

companies to work together in this 

manner for the very first time. 

 This wasn’t a typical IT project 

with simply a technical project plan, 

followed by testing, implementation, 

and optional training. Together with 

our business partners, we engaged 

a design agency to help us create an 

internal marketing campaign for the 

rollout of Google Apps, using the 

initiative’s “Together, faster” name as 

a theme. This was the furthest thing 

from a typical IT project for us. We 

approached it as a transformation that 

required effective communication 

and change management. We had 

mandatory training sessions. We set 

up Google Booths to answer questions 

and solve issues. We had signs and 

banners throughout our offices 

asking, “Do you want to enter a new 

era of working together?” One sign, 

outside the bathrooms, stated, “Flush 

your old communication habits here.” 

A bit crude? Maybe. But it caught 

people’s attention and got them on 

board. By spreading our message 

enterprise-wide, we created strong 

momentum and set the stage for 

company-wide adoption. 

 Rather than take the typical IT help 

desk approach to support — which 

would have been overwhelming, 

given that we were rolling this out 

to tens of thousands of users — we 

held open forums. Tellingly, three 

quarters of the questions people had 

about Google Apps were answered by 

business people. 

 We also introduced Google Stories: 

every month we asked each region to 

submit success stories about using 

the apps. They shared how this 

technology was transforming some 

aspect of the way they worked. And 

those stories further stoked interest in 

adoption of the apps.

Under-Promise, Over-
Deliver

The beauty of going with a cloud 

solution is that people’s expectations 

are lower than they would be for a 

customized solution. As a result, we 

could have very frank discussions 

about what was possible and what 

wasn’t. We were able to make it clear 

that certain functionality would take 

some time while other capabilities 

just weren’t in the cards. We were 

open and transparent. If there were 

alternatives, we’d offer them. 

 With traditional, customized on-

premise software, you can wind up 

in endless debates about what button 

      One sign, outside 

the bathrooms, 

stated, ‘Flush your old 

communication habits 

here.’ A bit crude? 

Maybe. But it caught 

people’s attention and 

got them on board.
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goes where. That wasn’t possible with 

Google Apps. There were no false 

promises, and that was appreciated. 

Expectations were clear and, as a 

result, user acceptance was  

much higher.

 But the functionality the apps could 

offer was valued. Users could create 

and edit documents collaboratively. 

Employees could work from the same 

Google Doc in meetings. It really 

was a game changer with regard to 

communication and collaboration.

It’s not that the apps don’t change. 

Quite the contrary. Google releases 

new functionality all the time, and 

that makes it challenging to keep 

up. People are on board with the 

new apps and get used to the way 

they look, and then something 

changes. That means our training and 

awareness programs are not onetime 

train them in the new technologies, 

which would not only enable them 

to keep working for us but also make 

them more marketable to other 

companies. Or they could get scared 

and run off to find a job where they 

would still be responsible for the 

older traditional technologies. Most 

people opted for the training and 

embraced the change.

 In addition to the suite of 

communications and collaboration 

apps, we also set up three other 

Google Enterprise solutions: Google 

Search Appliance, Google App 

Engine, and Google Apps Vault. 

Wherever they make sense and have 

a sustainable architecture fit, we 

are embracing cloud-based delivery 

models, which simplify the technical 

environment and allow IT personnel 

to create deeper business value.

events but ongoing occurrences 

designed to keep everyone in the 

organization abreast of  

what’s happening. 

Grounding IT in the Cloud

The shift to Google Apps was not 

only a big change for our business 

users, but it shook up the way we 

run our IT organization. It’s a huge 

shift. We had some folks managing 

our legacy collaboration technology 

and infrastructure who were worried 

about their jobs. And, indeed, their 

roles would no longer be necessary 

once we moved these processes to 

the cloud. But our collaboration 

revolution opened up new career 

opportunities for them.

 I explained their options: They 

could take advantage of our offer to 

The Takeaways 
• Introducing a new communication platform throughout the workforce may involve more than testing, 

implementation, and training. It may require a full-scale internal marketing campaign, much as any major 
change initiative would. 

• The beauty of a cloud solution is that people’s expectations are lower than they would be for a customized 
solution. That can make it easier to have candid discussions about what functionality is possible and what isn’t. 
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New Zealand’s ASB Bank began in 1847 as the Auckland Savings Bank. Now owned by Commonwealth 

Bank of Australia, ASB provides a variety of financial services including retail, business and rural 

banking, funds management, as well as insurance through its Sovereign arm, and investment and 

securities services through its ASB Group Investments and ASB Securities arms.



FINDING MEANING IN BIG DATA 

POSITION
Head of Data

COMPANY
ASB

WORKS FROM
Auckland, New Zealand 

PROFESSIONAL BACKGROUND
As Head of Data for ASB, a position he has held since July 2013, 
Peter Gavin oversees the bank’s data strategy and directs its data 
management office. Previously, he held several positions at ASB 
in information architecture and business intelligence. He has also 
worked in IT at Vodafone New Zealand and Allied Irish Banks (AIB).

EDUCATION
BA, HDip BFIS, University College Cork

PETER GAVIN 
Peter.Gavin@asb.co.nz

ASB, a New Zealand bank, takes a practical view of big data — an approach 
worth noting, given the nation’s embrace of new technology and its mobile, 
social-media-savvy consumers.
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Thinking about investing in big data 

or perhaps worried about whether 

you should? If this is you, then  

read on!

 Big data has captured a great deal 

of attention in recent years and has 

spawned much confusion. While the 

physical management and processing 

of large volumes of data gets a lot of 

airplay, more-fundamental questions 

relating to the nature and general 

value of data and, crucially, its 

application to business deserve  

more attention.

 And I have a somewhat special 

perspective on this. 

 At ASB, we have developed an 

approach that closely considers the 

needs of customers and the business, 

as well as the most effective use of 

IT resources.

 In 1969, we became the first New 

Zealand bank to operate an online 

real-time banking system linking 

all our branches. Since then, we 

have continued to actively pursue 

new technologies where we see the 

potential for value. This process has 

been assisted by New Zealanders, 

who embrace new technology, are 

highly mobile, and highly oriented 

toward social media. Indeed, we 

hear that many of the global social 

platform leaders test new ideas in 

New Zealand.

A Three-Dimensional View 

At ASB, we think about data across 

three dimensions and believe that 

showing how big data applies across 

these illustrates an important 

message about the topic of big  

data itself.

 1. Managing data. From a big 

data perspective, there is a greater 

variety and volume of data than ever 

before. There is also more complexity 

in gathering, retaining, and 

governing that data while balancing 

a need for increased security with 

greater customer accessibility. As 

custodians of our customers’ data, we 

take a no-compromises approach to 

ensuring its security and  

appropriate use.

 2. Extracting insights. New 

and cheaper analytical techniques 

and tools have allowed access to 

new parts of the data “estate,” and 

new communities of interest have 

spawned around data at different 

parts of its life cycle — for example, 

Marketing is interested in what is 

happening right now in our  

social channels.  

 3. Creating value. Our 

organization has invested heavily 

in a “Sales and Service” culture. We 

are excited about what this means 

in a future where our customer 

interactions are increasingly digital, 

“social-aware,” and driven by data. 

The greatest challenge in all this 

is how you take data and make 

conversations or digital experiences 

more relevant and valuable for 

customers. One of our executives 

describes this as figuring out how 

to balance insights and instincts, 

which I think perfectly captures the 

opportunity and the challenge.

 Vendors often focus on the first and 

second of these dimensions, but few 

talk about the challenge of creating 

value from the data. Achieving this 

really depends on changing the 

culture of the organization to become 

          Our search 

for value in new 

technology has 

been assisted by 

New Zealanders, 

who embrace new 

technology, are highly 

mobile, and highly 

oriented toward social 

media. Indeed, we hear 

that many of the global 

social platform leaders 

test new ideas in 

New Zealand.
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more data driven, so that it can 

help customers leverage their own 

financial data. We have recognized 

this problem at ASB, and we have 

learned that any kind of big data or 

business intelligence, or BI, activity 

should start with a question. Asking 

and answering the right one unlocks 

real value for our customers  

and shareholders.

Asking the Right Question

We are always trying to determine 

the business question that needs 

an answer. When we have that it is 

much easier for the technical people 

or a vendor to deliver the right data. 

In fact, if you don’t have that right 

question, the work being done may be 

simply academic in nature, producing 

interesting information that is of little 

value. We try to define information 

that the business can use, information 

that will allow its possessor to make 

better decisions and “turn a dial” 

to increase customer satisfaction or 

market share. When that happens, 

information really does have value. 

The question asked was the one 

needed to focus analytical  

resources efficiently.

 In some cases, gains can be realized 

by employing the art of the possible – 

that is, using our growing capability 

to analyze big data to see what sort of 

insights emerge, to identify potential 

areas of opportunity or discover 

patterns in the data that would not 

typically be noticed through human 

intuition. I have a small innovation 

budget that supports low-cost and 

low-effort initiatives to provide a 

quick view of topical data or seek out 

interesting patterns. 

 I’ll take the findings to the business, 

and if we’re told that something is not 

of interest, we move on to the next 

idea and the next view of the data. 

On the other hand, if they say, “This 

is interesting and could perhaps be 

even more interesting with certain 

additions or refinements,” then we can 

make quick gains and focus on how 

value could follow from answering a 

specific question based on a  

perceived opportunity.

The Future of Big Data

What is happening with the evolution 

of big data is not new. There are many 

parallels with the evolution of BI in 

the 1990s. What we are experiencing 

now I believe is really BI 2.0, with 

new tools, data, and potential revenue 

streams based on our increasingly 

digital lives.

 BI, which analyzes structured 

information in relational database 

management systems, typically routes 

data through a data warehouse and 

yields insights the next day. It is easy 

to interpret and analyze because 

it is highly structured — but that 

represents only a small percentage 

of the data within an organization’s 

environment. In recent years, it has 

become economically feasible to 

analyze the next, say, 35 percent of 

a company’s data. For example, it is 

now possible to analyze documents, 

e-mails, and social feeds using 

inexpensive tools that can reveal 

new opportunities to help customers 

manage their finances and alert us 

quickly to their needs.

 Still, at least 50 percent of data 

        New communities 

of interest have 

spawned around 

data at different parts 

of its life cycle 

– for example, 

Marketing is interested 

in what is happening 

right now in our social 

channels.
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remains untouched — and some 

of that isn’t even “data” yet. As an 

example, a casual conversation is 

currently classified as ephemeral 

data, but in the next few years I 

believe we will see more advanced 

voice recognition functionality on 

devices like smartphones, allowing 

conversations to be analyzed just as 

social media data is today. 

 If you were to correlate those 

segments of data to revenue 

availability, you would find that a lot 

of the easy-to-grab revenue is in the 

easy-to-analyze data (BI 1.0). If your 

company is comfortable that it has 

already tapped most of the revenue 

there, then it makes sense to start 

tapping into the next 15 to 20 percent 

or beyond. Perhaps only 5 percent of 

the value is in the last 50 percent of 

the data. And certainly the cost to 

extract value from that 50 percent is 

much higher, because the tools for 

doing that are not well developed. 

So, if you have extracted most of the 

value from BI 1.0, that’s great. But 

if you haven’t, I would recommend 

focusing your efforts on ensuring you 

are getting the maximum return from 

what you can do today.

 At ASB, we first want to ensure we 

have the right foundation in place. 

We plan to exploit further growth in 

data while doing what’s needed to 

keep up with regulation and making 

sure we generate the right types of 

opportunity. And we never lose sight 

of the fact that big data should be 

considered as a complete ecosystem, 

one that involves not just the raw data 

but also people, processes, culture, 

and tools.

    We have learned that any kind of big data or business intelligence, or BI, 

activity should start with a question. Asking and answering the right one 

unlocks real value for our customers and shareholders.

The Takeaways 
• There’s lots of talk about managing data and extracting insights from it, but not enough talk about the 

challenge of creating value from the data. Any big data or business intelligence activity should start with 
a business question that needs an answer. In fact, if you don’t have that question, the initiative may yield 
information that is interesting but irrelevant. 

• Although we have tools to analyze mounds of unstructured data, at least 50% of data remains untouched — 
think of casual conversations. The technology to mine those vast untapped sources is on the horizon,  
but companies can focus today on the easy-to-analyze data, which is currently generating the  
easy-to-grab revenue.
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Wolters Kluwer, with headquarters in the Netherlands, is a global information services and publishing 

company. The company provides products and services for professionals in the health, tax, accounting, 

corporate, financial services, legal, and regulatory sectors.
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PRACTICING WHAT YOU PREACH 
— AND PREACHING WHAT 
YOU PRACTICE

POSITION
CIO, Systems Delivery, Global Shared Services

COMPANY
Wolters Kluwer

WORKS FROM
Chicago, Illinois

PROFESSIONAL BACKGROUND
Prakash Upadhyayula joined Wolters Kluwer in 2014 as CIO, Systems 
Delivery, Global Shared Services. In this role, he is charged with 
transforming process, talent, and technology for various systems while 
improving customer satisfaction and service levels. Prior to joining 
WK, he was Vice President of Information Technology at WellPoint 
(now Anthem). He has also volunteered at a Hindu temple and has 
served as Treasurer for the local Boy Scouts. 

EDUCATION
Master of Science in Mathematics, Master’s in Management Studies, 
Birla Institute of Technology and Science; Master’s of Science in 
Computer Science, Northern Illinois University

PERSONAL PASSIONS
Volunteering with various organizations, spending time with family 
and learning from them, reading technical and leadership information, 
running outdoors

Prakash Upadhyayula
Prakash.upadhyayula@wolterskluwer.com

A senior IT executive has transformed a longtime interest in bettering his 
leadership skills into an active pro bono consulting practice.
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I am passionate about leadership, 

and I wholeheartedly agree with 

management guru John Maxwell, 

who contends that leadership is not 

an exclusive club reserved for those 

who were “born with it.” Combine 

desire with skills that can be 

acquired, and anyone can evolve into 

a leader. “Leadership is developed,” 

Maxwell says, “not discovered.”

 But how do you develop yourself 

into an effective leader? There has 

never been an easy answer to that 

question. And in today’s nearly 

constantly changing business 

environment, managing and 

inspiring a team is an even greater 

challenge.

 I have developed my own 

leadership skills on the job, and I 

have the battle scars that go along 

with them. But I don’t believe that 

leaders have to be forged by fire. 

That’s why I dedicate a significant 

amount of my time to coaching others 

who, like me, possess technical 

expertise but have a desire for more 

responsibility. 

 I had the great fortune of learning 

from excellent leaders, managers, and 

mentors. And it’s the lessons they’ve 

taught me that I’m eager to share with 

others — and not simply those already 

in the technology management ranks. 

CIOs and CTOs like me tend to be a 

bit set in our ways. It’s four or five 

levels down from that where you’ll 

find the individuals who are hungry 

to learn and make a difference. 

They’re the real influencers. 

They’re the true change agents. 

Organizational hierarchies and titles 

are not what’s important to being an 

effective leader; rather, it’s believing 

that the team is of paramount 

importance and modeling the values 

that benefit the team. 

 And that’s where I see the most 

value in preaching what I practice 

— at the ground levels of the 

organization. Whether it’s a two-

day coaching session or a workshop 

involving a half-dozen people over 

several weeks, I think I can offer 

something useful to that top 10 to 15 

percent of IT professionals who are 

passionate about becoming  

effective leaders.

Gaining Perspective

After I got my master’s degree, I 

began working for an IT leader 

who founded his own technology 

company. I was a little confused by 

some of his leadership tactics in the 

beginning. He would ask me about 

a new technology or my opinion 

about a project or my thoughts about 

a certain approach. I was fresh out 

of school and full of enthusiasm 

and opinions, which I offered in 

abundance. But when he would take 

an approach that was completely 

different from the one I had 

suggested, I was baffled. I wondered 

why he even asked for my input. 

 It was only once I left that company 

and went on to work in larger firms 

that I realized the value in his 

approach, as I found myself in need 

of input from my team. The first time 

I made a decision that was different 

from what someone had suggested to 

me, I finally understood why he did 

what he did. It wasn’t that he didn’t 

value my thoughts. Quite the contrary 

— he benefitted from the different 

          CIOs and CTOs 

like me tend to be a 

bit set in our ways. 

It’s four or five levels 

down from that 

where you’ll find the 

individuals who are 

hungry to learn and 

make a difference.
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perspectives he gathered, even though 

the decision ultimately rested  

with him. 

 To this day, I gather input from as 

many people as I can before I make a 

choice. It’s no silver bullet for decision 

making, but it does lead to better 

outcomes, though I’m careful never 

to take this to an extreme. I don’t 

want to end up in a state of “analysis 

paralysis.” I’ve seen certain leaders 

discuss options endlessly. If you’re 

afraid of making a decision, then just 

pass the decision on to somebody else. 

Don’t keep delaying it by discussing it 

over and over.

 When I moved to a larger company, 

my director and CTO would 

sometimes ask me if I was sure I had 

all the information I needed to make 

a decision. I always told them I had 

enough good information to do so. 

Could I have gotten 100 percent of 

the necessary information? I don’t 

know if you can even define 100 

percent, but even if you could, would 

the added information produce the 

perfect decision? I would say no. 

Not making a decision is worse than 

making a bad decision. I will put a 

stake in the ground, and if it turns out 

to be wrong, I’ll apologize and correct 

it. Leaders take ownership of their 

decisions. And if it turns out to be the 

right decision, I will give credit to my 

team because we worked together to 

achieve the results. 

  Another lesson I’ve learned is to 

honor the past. It is often easy to look 

back and judge a decision as good or 

bad, but I would argue there is limited 

value in judging past decisions. It 

is far better to assume that people 

made the best decision they could 

with the information they had at the 

time. By taking this approach, leaders 

demonstrate that blaming isn’t useful; 

what’s important is building the path 

that leads you forward. Clearly, the 

past is worthy of review so that we 

can all learn and grow, but doing the 

review in a positive and constructive 

manner is what is critical.  

        If you’re afraid of 

making a decision, then 

just pass the decision 

on to somebody else. 

Don’t keep delaying it 

by discussing it over 

and over.

Six Leadership Lessons from Prakash Upadhyayula

•	 Get as Much Input as You Can. When faced with a decision, 
collect as many varied perspectives as you can on the topic.

•	 No	Decision	Is	Worse	than	a	Bad	Decision. While input is 
important, don’t gather data forever. Make a timely decision 
on the best available information.

•	 Be Accountable, but Give Credit. If you make a bad decision, 
admit it, correct it, and move on. If you make a good decision, 
praise your team.

•	 Don’t	Go	to	the	Meeting. If you and your reports are attending 
the same business meetings, you’re doing it wrong. Let them 
go without you.

•	 Listen	to	What	People	Don’t	Say. Whether you’re talking to a 
business unit head or an employee on the front line, pay close 
attention to the things they don’t tell you. 

•	 Honor	the	Past.  Assume positive intent from previous leaders, 
and focus on learning from the past to forge a better future.
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Bottom-Up Management

As I progressed throughout my 

career, I had managers who would 

approach me and ask me my opinions 

about how they were performing. 

Initially, I thought they were 

asking me just to be polite. But as I 

developed trusting relationships with 

them, I was more comfortable telling 

them what changes they might want 

to consider. 

 I felt comfortable enough to tell one 

CTO that he should stop swearing. I 

explained that some people swear at 

work to send the signal that they’re 

the boss. “But you’re already the 

boss,” I told him. “Why do you need 

to swear?” He looked at me and 

said, “Nobody ever told me that.” I 

explained to him that some on my 

team had expressed concern about 

his language. From that point on, 

he was much more careful with his 

words. And although it’s been a 

while since we’ve worked together, 

whenever I see him he’ll tell me, 

“Prakash, I’m not swearing.”

 I told a director with whom I 

worked that I found myself having 

to fix a lot of messes that, while 

they went back a few years, were 

ultimately his responsibility. He did 

directors to meetings. But to me, that 

seemed like a waste. I told A.J., “If 

we’re both going to these meetings, 

something isn’t right. We shouldn’t be 

in the same conversation unless it is 

my performance review or a one-on-

one.” He agreed. Now, we are rarely 

in the same room unless there is a 

true strategy call or update that we 

need to give jointly. It’s so important 

to push the responsibility to the right 

level and trust that the team will 

deliver. This frees the leader to focus 

on the unique value that you as a 

leader bring to the organization and 

helps others to develop into effective 

leaders, too.

 It was the desire to share lessons 

like these that initially led me to 

accept an offer from a colleague to 

come and do a couple of sessions on 

leadership with his team. Since then, 

I’ve done internal workshops — a 

day, half a day, sometimes multiple 

meetings of several hours spread over 

a number of weeks — with groups 

of, say, a half-dozen people. I’ve 

done this outside my organization, 

too, with vendors or partner 

organizations. Sometimes I do one-

on-one coaching. I’ve had contact 

with more than 100 people through 

these sessions. 

not make the mistakes personally, 

but they happened on his watch. He 

agreed that he had not done a good 

job addressing the issues and that it 

was ultimately his responsibility. He 

needed my help to rectify them.

 Now that I am in a position of 

leadership, I make it clear that the 

people on my team can approach me 

to discuss any topic or criticism under 

the sun. That doesn’t guarantee that 

I will agree with them. I am very 

comfortable with disagreement, and I 

want them to be, as well. But I want to 

be able to have those uncomfortable 

conversations without them having 

any fear of collateral damage, even if 

it’s just to vent about something that’s 

bothering them.

Letting Go of the Reins

I’ve been directly reporting to my 

current CIO, Andrew (A.J.) Lang, 

for more than seven years. He’s been 

a huge influence and has actually 

helped to mellow me out a bit. One 

of the biggest leadership lessons I’ve 

learned is one we arrived at together.

 Several years ago, I found that he 

and I were attending a lot of the same 

meetings. Indeed, I saw several of 

my peers bring their managers and 

       It’s so important to push that kind of responsibility down 

and trust that your team will deliver. It frees you up to focus 

on the value you bring to the organization and helps them to 

develop into effective leaders themselves.
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Giving Back

I don’t get paid for this work with up-

and-coming leaders. But I get three 

things out of the time I spend. First, 

I get to develop great relationships 

with talented people that I can take 

with me throughout my career. I 

would say 10 percent of the people 

I can approach things differently 

in the future. Finally — and most 

importantly — I am repaying those 

who’ve molded me by sharing 

knowledge I’ve learned with the next 

generation of leaders. I have to  

pass it on.

I’ve worked with are still in touch 

with me.  They’ll call me occasionally 

and say, “Prakash, I want to set up 

a time to talk to you about a few 

things.” I’ve developed a robust 

network of people I trust. 

 Second, being a mentor allows 

me to reflect on my own actions 

and decisions and think about how 

The Takeaways 
•	 Leaders are not born; they are made. Those with the desire to develop into leaders, who are hungry to learn and 

make a difference, may be at the ground levels of the organization.

•	 The best leaders are those who are eager to share the lessons they’ve learned and offer candid advice to talented 
employees with leadership potential. 

•	 Mentors gain a lot from their work with up-and-coming leaders: They build a network of trusting relationships, 
they have a chance to reflect on their own behaviors, and they repay those who coached them by passing 
knowledge along to the next generation.
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{Straight Talking

Old Mutual Wealth, a part of Old Mutual plc,  provides advice-driven investment solutions to people in 

the UK, continental Europe, and a number of international markets.
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A WOMEN’S NETWORK FOR ALL

POSITION
Transformation Director

COMPANY
Old Mutual Wealth

WORKS FROM
Southampton, England

PROFESSIONAL BACKGROUND
Kjirste Coltham joined Skandia Life in 1995 as part of the IT Graduate 
Trainee program. Following the purchase of Skandia by Old Mutual in 
2006, Kjirste moved into the retained IT function and is now Delivery 
Assurance and Service Management Director, responsible for the 
provision of live IT services to Old Mutual Wealth. Kjirste assumed the 
role of chairperson for the Old Mutual Wealth Women’s network in  
May 2014.

EDUCATION
BA Hons, De Montfort University, Leicester

PERSONAL PASSIONS
Traveling, cooking, photography; also, very excited about becoming an 
auntie in 2015!

KJIRSTE COLTHAM
Kjirste.Coltham@omwealth.com 

@Kjirste

At Old Mutual Wealth, an initiative designed to identify potential 
career barriers for women is becoming a network that helps all people 
achieve their personal and career goals.            
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You can scarcely open the business 

pages today without reading another 

article about the lack of women in the 

executive ranks of the Fortune 500 

and the FTSE 100 or the challenges 

of being a woman working in 

technology. While I worry that some 

of the negative press only fuels the 

problem, there is no doubt that both 

situations must be addressed.

 Indeed, within the financial 

services industry, in which I’ve spent 

my career, it is no secret that women 

are greatly under-represented in 

senior roles across the board. Here, 

in the IT function at Old Mutual 

Wealth, we can lay claim to be one of 

the exceptions to that rule. One-third 

of the members of our IT leadership 

team are women. That wasn’t 

necessarily by design; we didn’t have 

a quota we were trying to meet. But 

we do give talented professionals the 

opportunity to experience everything 

they can and to grow with the 

organization.

 I’m a prime example of that. Twenty 

years ago, I joined the graduate 

program for programmers at Skandia 

(which was purchased by Old Mutual 

Group in 2006 for $6.5 billion). I had 

no technology background, having 

studied business at university. Of the 

six who joined the program, four were 

women and three of us are still here 

today. And I’ve been in IT ever since.

 One of the biggest factors in 

my success is that I had a lot of 

opportunities to learn. I moved 

back and forth between the project 

development and support world, I 

did programming, I ran operations, 

I led teams. And as I grew, so did the 

company. When I joined Skandia, we 

took up five floors of a seven-floor 

building in Southampton. Now we’re 

based in three high-rise buildings 

in Southampton and the Isle of Man 

and have a number of regional offices 

around the world. Technology has 

been fundamental to the company’s 

growth, and that has provided 

countless opportunities for those of 

us in IT to develop and advance.

A Paradigm Shift and 
Leadership Opportunity

The biggest growth opportunity for 

me came when Old Mutual purchased 

Skandia. The IT organization 

moved from an entirely in-house IT 

organization to a largely outsourced 

IT model. In a matter of months, I 

had to evolve from actually “doing” IT 

to managing a service provided by an 

entirely different company.

 I was managing our insourced 

support team at the time, and it was 

quite a change for the employees 

who moved from my team to the 

outsourcing provider. I had to learn 

to work with them in a different way. 

No one in our organization had any 

experience managing outsourcing 

partners. Most of us had only seen 

how IT happened within Skandia. 

 Certainly one of my biggest 

challenges is that I’ve been with one 

company for my entire career, so I 

have taken advantage of external 

contacts that my fellow IT leaders 

have shared with me. In particular, 

I recently benefited from a mentor 

outside Old Mutual Wealth who has 

30 years of experience with IT service 

management. We met monthly as I 

moved into the IT Exec team, and he 

        My father said, 

‘Provided you match 

65 or 70 percent of a 

job’s requirements, just 

try it and have a go.’ 

And that’s what I’ve 

done. The worst that 

happens is you get 

some feedback 

that can help you 

moving forward.
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taught me through his experience.

Over the years, I have learned to 

manage those partnerships on an 

increased scale as we added more 

and more technology suppliers. And 

I’ve learned to work with teams from 

different cultures as we did more 

offshoring. It’s been a challenge, but 

something I really enjoy doing.

Removing Barriers for 
Everyone

Speaking honestly, I don’t think that 

being a woman in IT has been an issue 

for me. If there have been situations 

where I haven’t progressed as fast as 

others, I’m conscious that it can be 

due to my own performance or skills 

rather than the fact that I’m a woman. 

I’ve certainly taken advantage of every 

opportunity that I could in my career, 

whether it’s being mentored or a new 

role or training. I owe that tendency 

to my father, who was an electrical 

engineer in the aerospace industry. 

He said, “Provided you match 65 or 70 

percent of a job’s requirements, just 

try it and have a go.” And that’s what 

I’ve done. The worst that happens is 

you get some feedback that can help 

you moving forward. 

 However, the leadership at Old 

Mutual Wealth does recognize that 

women have had a difficult time 

advancing in the industry, and this 

year they set up the Old Mutual 

Wealth Women’s Network, which I 

have been asked to chair. The initial 

goal was to find out what barriers 

there might be to progressing in the 

company and what we could do to 

remove them. Upon launching the 

network, it quickly became clear that 

this was an effort that should not be 

restricted to women. Our purpose 

statement is “Enabling positive 

futures: Recognizing the value in 

gender difference to harness the 

strength and power of both.” As the 

actress Emma Watson said in her 

speech this year before the United 

Nations, gender equality is an issue 

for men, too. We all need to  

be involved.

         The goal is to 

become part of the 

30 percent club — to 

be a company in which 

women inhabit a third 

of the senior level 

positions, which just 

happens to be 

the current female 

representation in our 

IT leadership ranks.

The Importance of Flexibility

At Old Mutual Wealth, everyone in IT — not just IT management, and not just women — is allowed to create some flexibility 
in their schedules. Work-life balance is a challenge for all of us, but supporting people to achieve that balance creates a 
better environment for both women and men in IT. 

By default, everyone has his or her typical nine-to-five days. But some of us start early and others may start and finish later 
so that we can be here to react to live incidents — a necessary part of our jobs in IT. 

But you can also leave early to see your child’s school plays or come in later to help care for a parent. I know that if I am 
flexible with my team, they will be flexible for me.

CIO Straight Talk | 57



 The network exists so that everyone 

— male and female alike — has access 

to a community support system 

and opportunities for development, 

learning, and growth. And while the 

impetus was the recognition that 

women are under-represented in 

our leadership ranks, by definition 

men manage women here and 

make decisions that impact them. 

So it’s crucially important that 

they are involved and understand 

what difficulties women within the 

company either feel they face or do in 

fact face and that they are not doing 

anything to hold them back. The goal 

is to become part of the 30 percent 

club — to be a company in which 

women inhabit a third of the senior 

level positions, which just happens to 

be the current female representation 

in our IT leadership ranks.

 The network has been up and 

of person who necessarily puts her 

hand up and says, “Me, me, me!” 

For much of my career, I was more 

likely to wait for situations to present 

themselves to me than to put myself 

forward for a role. 

 But mentoring and general life 

experience have helped me overcome 

that. When I was studying, I never 

intended to work in IT. It was never 

my goal to become a technology 

leader. But I tried to take advantage 

of opportunities that came my way. 

I asked a lot of questions and I have 

learned a lot. 

 I’m hoping that this network will 

help others in the way that I was 

helped. We want to make people 

aware of leadership opportunities and 

create an environment where they are 

both encouraged and supported in 

pursuing them, no matter  

their gender. 

running for nine months. The focus 

thus far has been trying to gauge 

interest in the network and what 

employees want from it. The most 

successful workshops we’ve had have 

been around the topic of building 

confidence. We’ve had sessions on 

personal branding and overcoming 

the “imposter syndrome” (that feeling 

that you’re a fraud or inadequate 

compared to others in your position). 

Attendance at these workshops has 

been good — typically 40 people (the 

maximum) at each, and I hope they’ve 

encouraged attendees to find the 

courage to put themselves forward.

 As much as I’ve pushed myself and 

taken advantage of opportunities, I 

have to admit that I sometimes still 

really struggle with confidence. That 

may not be apparent to all the people 

I work with, but if you were to ask any 

of my close friends, I’m not the kind 

For much of my career, I was more likely to wait for situations to 

present themselves to me than to put myself forward for a role. But 

mentoring and general life experience have helped me overcome that.

The Takeaways 
•	 One way to begin addressing the dearth of woman in senior roles is to help talented professionals gain experience 

in multiple areas.

•	 Technology functions, which are now central to the strategies of many companies, can offer opportunities for 
employees to develop their leadership potential.

•	 Formal efforts to address gender imbalances may work best when they include everyone. Men are also 
affected when woman don’t have equal opportunities, and so they need to be involved in dismantling barriers to 
advancement. 

•	 Confidence is crucial to aspiring leaders. Workshops in topics such as personal branding and mentoring programs 
can create an environment in which women and men alike can develop the tools they need to move up in the ranks.



{Big Thinking

A CIO’S FIRST
90 DAYS 
You’re about to start in a new position. Whether you have 
been hired from outside your organization or promoted 
from within, you will face an array of new challenges. 
Which ones do you tackle immediately? What should be 
your first moves? How do you lay the groundwork  
for success?
 In this special “Big Thinking” section, two experts 
— Michael Watkins, a renowned authority on executive 
leadership transitions, and Peter High, an adviser to CIOs 
and the author of two books on IT strategy — offer advice 
on laying the foundation for success during your first few 
months on the job. 
 Watkins and High quantify the duration of this crucial 
transition period differently, but there is no magic to its 
precise length. “I would love to tell you that [90 days] 
was the result of systematic research, but it wasn’t,” 
says Watkins, the author of The First 90 Days: Proven 
Strategies for Getting Up to Speed Faster and Smarter. 
“I had been in government, where the first 100 days of a 
presidency is very much a focal point. That didn’t seem 
right for business contexts, so I picked a business quarter 
as a reasonable planning time frame.”
 High, who has interviewed nearly two dozen CIOs for 

an ongoing series of articles at Forbes.com, called “The 
CIO’s First 100 Days” [emphasis added], says he settled 
on that formulation because 100 is a “round number that 
people could sink their teeth into.” What he sought to 
convey was the idea of someone’s first quarter in a new 
job – and somehow “A CIO’s First Quarter” just didn’t 
cut it as a catchy phrase. (High is quick to point out that, 
while a calendar-year quarter admittedly will never total 
100 days, it will only total 90 days when February is the 
middle month.) Watkins and High are in agreement on 
one thing: Many of the success strategies that can benefit 
people in a new position have application beyond those 
initial months on the job. For example, such strategies 
can be useful to those who have been in a job for some 
time but are looking for a role reboot — a resetting of 
goals and expectations for the position.
 The interviews with Watkins and High in this issue are 
part of a broader CIO Straight Talk initiative focusing on 
a CIO’s first 90 (or 100) days. For example, Peter High 
recently gave a webinar on the topic, in which he expands 
upon the ideas of this interview. You can view a recording 
of the webinar at: http://bit.ly/11CNiMi.

However you measure it — 90 days or 100 days or three 
months or a fiscal quarter — this crucial period in a new 

job calls for strategies that will set you up for success.
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GETTING THINGS RIGHT, 
RIGHT FROM THE START

“Every successful career is a series of successful 
assignments, and every successful assignment 
is launched with a successful transition,” writes 
Michael Watkins in The First 90 Days: Proven 
Strategies for Getting Up to Speed Faster and 
Smarter. The first edition, published in 2003 by 
Harvard Business Review Press, spent 15 months 
on the BusinessWeek bestseller list, and the 
hardcover edition continued with strong sales for 
the next decade. The second edition, published 
in 2013, has proved even more popular. Between 
the two editions he wrote a number of books on 
leadership transitions, including Your Next Move 
and a book for public managers, The First 90 
Days in Government.
 This body of work has earned Watkins 
international recognition as an expert on 
leadership transitions. Watkins, the cofounder of 
Genesis Advisers, which designs onboarding and 
transition programs for Fortune 500 companies, 
is also a professor at the IMD business school, in 
Lausanne, Switzerland, and has taught at Harvard 
Business School and the Harvard Kennedy School 
of Government.
 Dubbed the “onboarding bible” by The 
Economist, The First 90 Days played a seminal 
role in launching widespread interest in talent 
management and the onboarding of new hires 
— critical issues in the global talent wars. But 
Watkins urges us to apply the principles of 
successful leadership transitions to more than 
just leaders who are entering a new organization 

— say, an executive who’s moving from the 
C-suite in one company to the C-suite in another. 
In today’s business environment, he notes, it’s 
crucial for people to know how to step into any 
new role or assignment, inside their company as 
well as in a new one, and start contributing as 
quickly as possible. 
 The first step may be simply to recognize that 
you’re in a transition — sometimes a leader’s 
role and responsibilities change but his or her 
title does not. “The most dangerous transition,” 
Watkins writes, “is one you don’t recognize is 
happening.”  
 These days, many CIOs — newbies and veterans 
alike — experience these “hidden transitions” 
as the role evolves from chief technical expert to 
business strategist who’s expected to align IT and 
related technologies with the organization’s broad 
goals. Are you ready to play the role of strategic 
business partner in an organization that expects 
that? Are you ready to help redefine the role in an 
organization that still thinks of the CIO in narrow 
terms? The answers to those questions, and to 
many others, determine whether such a de facto 
transition will be bumpy or smooth.
 Indeed, many factors come into play whenever 
a leader steps into a new role. Watkins spoke 
with CIO Straight Talk Editor-in-Chief Paul Hemp 
and Managing Editor Ritesh Garg about some of 
those factors, the increasing imperative of speedy 
transitions, and a few of the books he hasn’t  
yet written.

Compared to even a few years ago, someone in a new position has less time to make 
an impression and begin to have an impact. You need to hit the ground running.
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What got you interested in studying 
leadership transitions? What did 
you see, either in your research or your 
consulting, that led you down 
this path?

It really started when I was teaching a program on 

organizational change at the Kennedy School of 

Government. There were some very experienced people, 

mid-career professionals, in the program, and in talking 

to them it became clear that a lot of what was out there 

about organizational change wasn’t all that helpful; 

it assumed that the person leading the change knew 

the organization’s strategy, the structure, the systems, 

the skills, and where the bodies were buried. This was 

simply not the case for people who were new in the 

organization or new in their role. Leaders were saying to 

me, “Look, I come into a new job, and I’m lucky if I know 

where the restrooms are. My computer isn’t working 

yet. I haven’t gotten an assistant. I’m struggling my way 

up the learning curve even as I’m being asked to make 

things happen.” 

So, there was this unfilled need in the 
market for leadership and change 
management ideas?

There were good ideas and frameworks on leading 

change, but there wasn’t much out there about how to 

enter a new role, build key relationships, and create 

some momentum.

 

You’ve written that in some 
organizations part of the test in a new 
job is simply whether you can survive 
the transition. It’s a kind of a macho 
“sink or swim” culture.

When I was writing the first edition of The First 90 

Days, I think that was the reality. I described it as 

“ A comfort zone is a very dangerous place to be. It’s where we all want 

to be because that’s where we feel safe and valued and appreciated. But 

if you want to reach your full potential, you’ve got to be willing to step 

outside that comfort zone on a pretty regular basis ”

Five Conversations to Have with 
Your New Boss

A new role generally comes with a new boss. An ongoing 
dialogue, beginning before you take the job and continuing 
beyond the transition, can help build a productive 
relationship. In The First 90 Days, Watkins recommends 
weaving five kinds of conversation into this  
ongoing dialogue:

The situational diagnosis conversation: How does your 
boss see the situation that you’ve inherited? Where are  
the challenges?

The expectations conversation: How will your 
performance be measured? What does your boss think you 
can accomplish in the near- and medium term?

The resource conversation: What do you need in order to 
succeed? What do you need from your boss?

The style conversation: What’s the best way for you and 
your boss to interact? And how often?

The personal development conversation: Where are you 
doing well? Where do you need to improve?



“leadership development through Darwinian evolution” 

or even as hazing. Very few organizational cultures 

were set up to welcome people and help them make 

successful transitions. So, the question for leaders was 

not just “How can you, regardless of the situation, get 

up to speed faster and more effectively?” but “How can 

you navigate your way through a minefield? How do you 

avoid becoming a fatality in the process?”

In the past decade, I’ve done a lot of research about 

how to help organizations help people make successful 

transitions, both onboarding and internal moves. 

Frankly, it’s just good business sense. If you can get 

everyone taking a new role up to speed 30% faster — 

that’s worth something.

 

What’s changed in the past ten years for 
people stepping into new roles?

One big thing is the impact of technology. You’re 

increasingly dealing with virtual and cross-cultural 

teams. So, how you connect with people early on and 

begin to build momentum has changed dramatically. 

Another huge issue is that the average time a person 

stays in a position has unquestionably gone down. In 

a Fortune 100 health care company I work with, seven 

or eight years ago the typical person at the director 

level stayed in a position for three years. Now it’s about 

2.2. And we’ve seen the average tenure of CEOs drop 

dramatically. So there’s even less time than there was 

just a few years ago for people to establish themselves, 

make an impression, and begin to have an impact. You 

need to hit the ground running.

Maybe your next book needs to be The 
First Nine Days.

Someone suggested The First 90 Minutes. I’ve had many 

great suggestions for books. My favorite is The First 90 

Nights: A Marriage Manual.

I know you have extended The First 
90 Days brand into government and 
various industries, but now you’re going 
into the cauldron of marriage.

Exactly. And the questions would be the same ones 

I’d ask managers assuming a new position about the 

organization they’re joining: Is it a startup? Is it a 

turnaround situation? Will the organization be able to 

sustain success? How do you get early wins?

Don’t people’s experiences affect their 
transitions into new positions and the 
risks they are facing?

Yes, there are a lot of factors that affect both the length 

and nature of the transition period: Are you onboarding 

into a new organization? Are you being promoted 

internally? Are you moving internationally? Are you 

moving from one function to another? The list goes on. 

If you’re joining a new organization, cultural and 

political learning is really, really important; you want 

to be seen learning quickly. If you’re making an internal 

move, building a different set of leadership capabilities 

might be more important. In all situations, you want to 

be doing things early on that build your credibility and 

launch you in the direction you feel the organization 

needs to go. 

 And many leaders experience multiple transitions at 

the same time, for example being promoted and moving 

their families to a new location. The more types of 

transitions going on in parallel, the greater the risk.

Our readers will want to know what’s 
important for CIOs making transitions. 
What do they need to be thinking about?

One obvious thing is that because technology is now 

the core of so many businesses, the CIO plays a central 

strategic role. 

 I was recently working with a CIO who was coming 

into a traditional print and publishing company that 

was trying to go digital. His role was as central to that 

endeavor as you can imagine. This made the transition 

that much harder, because it wasn’t about him coming 

in and learning about the IT infrastructure and the 

existing systems; it was about how he was going to drive 

this business forward into a new era. 
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Moving into a startup environment, where you’re laying 

the foundations for the IT infrastructure and maybe 

technology is absolutely core to the business proposition, 

is very different from finding yourself in a turnaround 

situation, where you’re trying to dramatically pare 

back the organization. You may be ripping out existing 

systems and putting in new stuff. I think for CIOs, 

understanding the fundamentals of the business 

situation they’re in and what the imperatives are is 

pretty important.

What if someone realizes, after 90 days 
or 100 days, that he is not on the right 
path? Does that person have the chance 
to course-correct and, if so, what 
should he do?

Panic. Actually, the serious answer is that it depends. 

Some things are irreversible. We know that people form 

opinions early on, on the basis of very little data. We 

know that once people have made up their mind about 

something, they will collect data that supports that 

belief and push away data that doesn’t — that’s called 

the confirmation bias. Those dynamics operate very 

powerfully in transitions. You come in and you make 

some early missteps or you annoy some key stakeholders 

or you don’t pay attention to some key stakeholders and 

they get offended. It can be hard to turn that around. 

You need to realize that you’re not on the right path, but 

you may be having trouble precisely because you’re not 

good at realizing things like that. 

 But, if you haven’t messed up too badly, you’ve still 

got a chance. If you’ve made a decision too quickly or in 

a way that doesn’t match the decision-making style in 

 If you’re moving from one CIO role to another, that 

typically means you’re moving between organizations. 

There, what you’re facing are classic C-level onboarding 

challenges, like understanding the business, the culture, 

and how you’re going to operate in it. You need to figure 

out who’s who and how influence works and how you’re 

going to build alliances. 

What about a newly minted CIO?

The people I’ve worked with who are just becoming CIOs 

have struggled with the breadth of the role. For instance, 

the CIO has effectively become the Chief Security Officer 

or has a direct report who does that. That’s a very 

interesting expansion of the role. 

 If you’re moving into the CIO role for the first time, 

you’ll need to become part of the senior executive team. 

That means wearing both the IT hat, if you will, and 

the full enterprise hat. How do you balance those two 

things? You’ve got to sit around that table and represent 

not just the IT function but also the strategic needs of 

the business as a whole.

 And like any other C-level leader, it seems, CIOs need 

to figure out what those strategic needs are — and do so 

pretty quickly. 

In the book, you lay out the STARS 
model, which captures five situations 
a leader may be moving into: startup, 
turnaround, accelerated growth, 
realignment, and sustaining success. 
What are some of the challenges for 
CIOs in these different situations?

I think for CIOs, understanding the fundamentals of the business 

situation they’re in and what the imperatives are is pretty important.
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the organization, for instance, you need to engage in a 

lot of reflection about how you’re going to do better the 

next time. In some cultures, you can go up to people 

and say, “Hey, look, I screwed up here.” Often it’s really 

important to be seen apologizing and trying hard to 

do things differently, but you need to understand the 

culture and what is viewed as acceptable. You need to 

take stock of where you are by interacting regularly with 

your boss, with key stakeholders, with your team.

What does success look like after 
90 days? 

Again, it depends on the situation. If you’re coming 

into a very successful organization, it may be that, at 

the end of 90 days, you’re coming up the learning curve 

quickly and really beginning to get it, asking good 

questions, connecting with people, projecting your 

leadership approach in a way that people find attractive 

and positive. Simply building people’s confidence can 

represent success at the end of 90 days. If you come into 

a full-blown turnaround where alarm bells are ringing 

and people are rushing hither and thither, however, 

success often is about stabilizing the situation and 

letting people know that there’s a plan. 

You’ve talked a bit about corporate 
culture; how much are leadership 
transitions affected by national culture?

I think a lot. What’s the appropriate way to deal with 

your new boss, for example? The extent to which 

relationships are driven by positional authority 

varies dramatically from culture to culture. The 

degree of transparency in an executive team varies 

dramatically from culture to culture. So does the degree 

of centralization. I write about “securing early wins” 

during a transition, but what does that mean in the 

context of Indian culture, or even cultures  

within India? You have to pay attention to what’s 

culturally appropriate.

What Kind of Change Are You Leading?

As a new leader, chances are you’ll find yourself in one or more of five situations, which Michael Watkins captures in his 
STARS model. While your organization may fit neatly into one category, it’s more likely that you’ll inherit a portfolio that 
includes a mix of STARS situations, each of which presents its own challenges and opportunities.

Startup: Assembling the capabilities (people, financing, and technology) to get a new business or initiative off the ground.

Turnaround: Saving a business or initiative widely acknowledged to be in serious trouble.

Accelerated growth: Managing a rapidly expanding business.

Realignment: Reenergizing a previously successful organization that now faces problems.

Sustaining success: Preserving the vitality of a successful organization and taking it to the next level.
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Moving from one organization to 
another, or into a new role, seems like 
an opportunity for reinvention — either 
for yourself personally or for the role. 
This might be particularly true for 
CIOs. Maybe they used to be a more 
traditional CIO whose job was to keep 
the lights on, but now they’re called on 
to be a business leader.

I do think that transitions present that kind of 

opportunity. Hopefully you’ve learned something from 

previous experiences, and maybe you’re going to do 

something a little bit differently this time.  

 But leaders tend to have established styles and 

embedded senses of what they’re good at. The question 

is whether that’s a good match for the situation. You may 

think you’re ready to go do that very interesting new 

thing, but you’ve got to be sure that you don’t end up 

being driven back to your comfort zone, back to your de 

facto style. As a leader, you’ve got to step up to  

that challenge.

You come in and you make some early missteps or you annoy some 

key stakeholders or you don’t pay attention to some key stakeholders 

and they get offended. It can be hard to turn that around.
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A ONE-TIME-ONLY 
OPPORTUNITY

“For years, the CIO was the C-level executive 
with the shortest or near shortest average 
tenure,” writes Peter High in the introduction 
to “The CIO’s First 100 Days,” a collection of 
articles he has written for Forbes. “It was 
easy to choose the CIO as a scapegoat,” 
continues High, “if things were amiss within 
the company generally or within IT more 
specifically. Given the fact that so much 
that is managed by the IT leader can be 
esoteric in the minds of other business 
executives within the company, it is essential 
to push hard in one’s first 100 days to build 
relationships, to communicate a plan, and to 
track progress against that plan.”
 High is the president of Metis Strategy, a 
CIO advisory firm that he founded in 2001. 
In addition to his regular column at Forbes.
com, he is the author of two books, World 
Class IT: Why Businesses Succeed When 
IT Triumphs (Wiley/Jossey-Bass, 2009) and 

Implementing World Class IT Strategy: 
How IT Can Drive Organizational Innovation 
(Jossey-Bass, September 2014). He also 
has written for the Wall Street Journal, CIO 
magazine, CIO Insight, Information Week, 
and other publications. Since 2008, he has 
moderated a podcast entitled “The Forum on 
World Class IT” (www.forumonworldclassit.
com), which features a wide array of IT 
practitioners and thought leaders.  
 Of the nearly 200 in-depth interviews with 
IT leaders High has conducted in the past 
several years, some 20 have focused on 
CIOs’ approaches in their first three months 
on the job. “We have one chance to make a 
first impression,” writes High. He recently 
spoke with CIO Straight Talk Editor-in-Chief 
Paul Hemp and Managing Editor Ritesh Garg 
about how to make the most of those 
first impressions.  

After three months in a new position, any problem that you have not 
identified becomes your problem.
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Why were you interested in learning 
about CIOs’ first 100 days?

In our consulting practice, over half of the time, our 

first engagement with a company will be a collaboration 

with a CIO at the beginning of his or her journey, as 

we look at how their new teams compare to what we 

call “world class IT” organizations. It’s very important 

to do so at the start of the journey, because after 100 

days, any problem that you have not identified up to 

that point is your problem — even if it results from the 

actions of your predecessor.  It’s really important to 

have an eyes-wide-open perspective: How do I augment 

this department’s strengths, where is it weak, where do 

we have to prioritize funds and people and activities to 

improve in areas where there have been issues?

 Everyone will have “the first 100 days” at some point 

in their career, and it can happen multiple times in the 

same company if one is promoted from within. This is 

a widely shared experience, and I think it’s possible to 

identify a few universal principles that have made some 

executives very successful.

So there is a recurring pattern that 
you’ve observed in CIOs’ first months 
on the job?

The first month is typically a learning period. When I 

say learning, I mean primarily learning the culture of 

the organization, assuming you have been hired from 

outside and are new to it. What worked in your last job is 

not necessarily going to work in the new job. You need to 

“ A comfort zone is a very dangerous place to be. It’s where we all want 

to be because that’s where we feel safe and valued and appreciated. But 

if you want to reach your full potential, you’ve got to be willing to step 

outside that comfort zone on a pretty regular basis ”

Engaging with the Business

In this excerpt from Peter High’s 
latest book, Implementing World 
Class IT Strategy: How IT Can 
Drive Organizational Innovation, he 
describes how Jo-ann Olsovsky, 
as the new CIO of BNSF Railway in 
2008, dove deep into the business in 
order to set her budget priorities:

The company’s demand for IT was increasing, as   
many of its strategic projects as well as the projects 
mandated by the government were being brought to life 
through technology…

When Olsovsky stepped in, IT’s resources and budget 
had not grown to [meet this demand.] In the face of this 
limitation, she knew it was important to get greater 
clarity from and for the rest of the organization so  
that she could ensure that top priorities were first to   
be addressed…

Olsovsky and her team engaged the leaders of each of 
the divisions and embarked on an exercise to more fully 

understand the plans of each as well as to understand 
the current business processes and systems as they 
interconnect. The goal was not just to be able to ensure 
that IT was directionally correct in its technology 
investment on behalf of each of those divisions, but 
also to give IT insight into how to drive competitive 
differentiators and business efficiency via the systems 
modernization and implementations that would be  
under way. 

 Under Olsovsky’s watch as part of the annual planning 
cycle, the technology team works to understand the 
business direction, current challenges, risks, and so 
on from both the business and the technology points of 
view. Business objectives are documented and are then 
translated to technology objectives. This does not mean 
that a division’s strategic plans need to be rewritten or 
redirected in some dramatic way. In some cases, it does 
mean recasting existing technology plans with more 
accessible language so that people outside of the division 
can more clearly understand the direction suggested by 
the plans, can suggest enhancements to them, and can 
align their own efforts to them where appropriate and in 
such a way that the employees chartered with executing 
do understand the true business drivers.



In Their Own Words

Peter High has interviewed numerous prominent CIOs on how to achieve success during the 
crucial first few months on the job. (The interviews and summaries of them can be found at
http://www.metisstrategy.com/the-cios-first-100-days-series-summary-in-forbes/.)  
Some excerpts:

• Randy Krotowski, CIO, Caterpillar

 “At Caterpillar, I initially did not know anyone. I did 
not understand manufacturing, and I did not know the 
culture and the history of the company… [I found out 
that] if I want to do anything, make any changes, or 
move us to a better place through the use of technology, 
it has to be built on what this company already is and 
what the culture is. Learning the culture was probably 
the trickiest part.” 

• Bill Krivoshik, CIO, Time Warner 

 “You need to define the overarching strategy so that the 
organization begins moving in the strategic direction 
in a concerted manner, but you also need to get some 
‘quick wins’ on the board.  As a senior executive you 
need to prove your value quickly and begin building your 
personal credibility and the organizational credibility. 
This is critical so that the strategy is embraced and has 
a real chance of succeeding.” 

• Stephen Gold, SVP and CIO, CVS 
Caremark 

 “You spend the first 30 days gathering data and insight 
into how the organization operates, and identify where 
the strengths and opportunities are. The next 30 days 
are spent formulating some hypotheses: where are the 
organization’s strengths, where are the opportunities 
to enhance tactically, and where do you need to move 
in order to be aligned with the future strategy of the 
company.  Then I like to put those hypotheses in those 
three buckets into a matrix to show the strengths, 
opportunities to enhance tactically, and opportunities 
to enhance strategically.  Then for each one of them, 
I align the people, the process implications and the 
technology implications. Then over the following 30 to 
40 days, I start to build the execution plan and begin the 
transformation.” 

• Kevin Hart, CTO, Cox Communications
 
 “The key is to develop a plan, to communicate that 

plan, and then to do what you say you are going to 
do. By keeping in regular touch with customers, with 
colleagues outside of IT, and with our colleagues in IT, 
we can quickly make changes to the plan when that is 
necessary and then continue to monitor progress using 
our metrics.”

• Jamie Miller, CIO, GE 

 “I spent time with some of my peers at companies 
like Procter & Gamble, with those who work with 
CIOs at companies like Accenture and IBM, but then 
I also spent time in Silicon Valley talking to startups 
and understanding trends from their perspective to 
really look at both the new world of IT as well as the 
traditional world of IT — how those two things are 
meshing today and where we need to start setting  
our path for GE technology as we think about  
going forward.” 

• Jay Ferro, CIO, American Cancer 
Society 

 “Establishing trust and credibility is key. The primary 
way to do so is through a combination of listening and 
communicating effectively and often… I led well over 
100 meetings covering all functions and levels of the 
organization — where my role was to a) introduce 
myself briefly and b) (more importantly) listen to what 
people were thinking about IT… Common themes began 
to quickly emerge, and these proved to be invaluable in 
creating the first ever IT strategic plan. In parallel we 
created a formal IT communication strategy, internal to 
IT and external to stakeholders… It was also important 
to rack up some quick wins and to improve the 
organization’s ability to execute.”
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 Regardless of how they came to the job, it is important 

for new CIOs to spend a lot of time going out and 

meeting people in their first month. They should go 

deep into the organization and ask for good, solid, 

honest feedback, pushing the team to be as open and 

candid as possible.  Also important are meetings with 

constituents outside of IT, both peers and superiors, to 

better understand where IT has met expectations, where 

it has exceeded expectations, and where it has had 

underwhelming performance. Similarly, meetings with 

external partners can help in understanding areas  

for improvement.

 During the learning phase it’s important to listen 

well but also to draw your own conclusions. One of my 

favorite lessons comes from my interview with Intel’s 

Kim Stevenson. During this learning period, she found 

be humble enough to recognize that the great processes 

you have developed, the great things you have done, the 

way you manage people, all of these need to be tuned to 

the culture of the organization you have joined. Is this a 

process-heavy organization or a process-light one? Is it 

metrics-driven or does it tend not to measure itself well? 

Is this a very hierarchical organization or very collegial? 

Is it political? Where does the power lie? How do people 

outside of IT best take tough messages? 

 Of course, those promoted from within an 

organization will understand the cultural nuances. 

But they may still need to spend time up front learning 

and understanding their new role and how things look 

from this new position.  They are likely to meet more 

frequently with a broad array of other leaders in the 

company than they did in the past. 

It’s really important to have an eyes-wide-open perspective: How do I augment 

this department’s strengths, where is it weak, where do we have to prioritize funds 

and people and activities to improve in areas where there have been issues?

World-Class IT Methodology

The methodology Metis Strategy uses with its clients is 
based on five principles Peter lays out in his first book, 
World Class IT: Why Businesses Succeed When  
IT Triumphs.

1. People: Recruit, train, and retain world-class IT people.  
This is the foundational principle — without the right 
people doing the right jobs at the right time, it will be 
nearly impossible to achieve excellent performance.

2. Infrastructure: Build and maintain a robust IT 
infrastructure. This is the principle that separates 
proactive organizations from reactive ones. If 

infrastructure is not reliably performing its tasks, the 
IT organization will become stuck in reactive mode, 
constantly fighting fires. If systems and hardwar  work 
reliably, then a larger portion of the organization can think 
about the future.

3. Project and portfolio management: Field an effective 
project development and portfolio management process. 
This is the engine through which new capabilities can be 
brought to bear on behalf of the company. It is important to 
ensure that projects are delivered on time, on budget, and 
on target, and that the portfolio collectively supports the 
objectives of the business.



that people in the company were relatively satisfied  

with IT. But she came to the conclusion that they were 

not judging IT with the right criteria, so she rejected  

the feedback and described to her team the greater level  

of value IT needed to deliver. Doing that — basically  

setting the bar higher for herself —required some 

significant chutzpah. 

What happens in the second month?

The second month is about planning. This is when the 

IT leader needs to formulate his or her new strategy, 

balancing moving forward with a respect for what’s been 

done in the past. There needs to be continuity, even if 

you are a leader who is replacing somebody who has 

been fired. The vast number of people on your team will 

be holdovers who continue to work for the organization. 

 The plan should provide an overview of the state of the 

IT organization: Here are the things we have done well. 

Here are the things we are going to be capitalizing on. 

Here are the strategic threats we will continue to face.  

Here are some new things that we are going to be doing. 

Here are the major new strategic objectives that we will 

put in place. I think it is very important — this is what 

my recent book is all about — to create a strategy for IT, 

to have it documented in a way that is understandable 

not only to people in IT, but to those outside it, even your 

vendor community, so that everyone can line up behind 

the strategy and push in the same direction. 

 By the end of the second month you should have such 

a plan, with a few simple objectives, articulated in words 

that people can understand and maybe even put to 

memory. 

 The plan should help every member of the IT team see 

how the specific projects they work on connect to the 

bigger picture. 

 It’s probably in the second month that you’re meeting 

with the CEO and perhaps with your company’s board of 

directors to present a plan and the path forward.

Do you typically see CIOs make the plan 
a document that people at all levels 
of the organization and even outside 
partners can refer to?

It’s critically important to broadcast the plan far and wide 

with clarity.  Something that is held close to the vest is 

open to misinterpretation. Communicating widely and 

doing it in clear, precise, and simple language is critical 

not only the first time you develop a strategy for IT. 

 To use Kim Stevenson as an example again, she has 

4. IT and business partnerships: Ensure that collaborative 
partnerships are the norm both within the internal IT 
organization and in relationships with other parts of the 
business. It is important that the different parts of the 
IT organization communicate effectively and efficiently. 
It is equally important that IT develops a partnering 
relationship with the business. If the three prior principles 
are done well, then IT should earn a place at the strategy 
setting table, driving different parts of the  
business strategy.

5. External partnerships:  Develop a collaborative 
relationship with external partners. Outsourcing is 

becoming crucial to corporations, and managing these 
relationships to ensure that value is achieved is critical. 
In the fourth principle, the IT organization has learned 
and contributed to the discussion about what is strategic 
and what is not. Once that is clear, then it will be easier to 
determine which aspects of IT might be better managed  
by external partners or vendors.

A structured evaluation using these five principles (and 33 
sub-principles) helps IT leaders evaluate how their team 
is performing and generates recommendations for near - 
and long-term action. 
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It is always especially sad when incredibly smart and successful people 

who have so much to give and actually perform the fundamentals of 

their job extraordinary well are let go because they have not taken the 

time to do the softer things – getting to know people, collaborating with 

peers, networking internally and externally.

generate reports today?” To his pleasant surprise, half 

of them took only a few hours of work to produce. Not 

days, weeks, months – just hours.  So in the first month, 

he delivered to most of his fellow senior executives new 

information and new reports that had them making 

better decisions. Talk about first impressions! 

 Whatever the type of action, it really is important 

in the early days to start doing some things. Part of 

this will usually involve continuing to move ahead on 

some of the projects that are already in place. At the 

same time, the action may be canceling some of those. 

You may be getting inputs in the first couple of months 

that lead you to the conclusion that some current IT 

projects are not what they were supposed to be. They 

are over budget, they are overextended. The value won’t 

be created where it was anticipated. Or maybe they 

simply no longer connect to the strategic priorities of IT 

or the broader organization. Canceling projects sends a 

very important message; it speaks to a certain level of 

responsibility.  If the rationale behind the cancellation is 

well articulated inside and outside of IT, that can breed 

a lot of respect from leaders across the organization. Of 

course, new projects and new ideas are also important. 

 It’s a good idea for the new CIO to put in place a 

dashboard of some sort to be able to report where 

progress is being made, where it is not, and what 

corrected action is recommended. That is a critical part 

of the execution stage as well. 

produced what she refers to as the IT annual report, 

essentially mirroring Intel’s annual report. She talks 

about the past year, she talks about successes and 

challenges, she talks about areas of opportunity. She 

creates a plan for the next year and articulates it in very 

clear English. This way, people in headquarters who sit 

next to you and people maybe 10,000 miles away are 

going to have a common understanding of the plan.

So you learn in the first month and 
plan in the second. What is the third 
month about?

The third month is all about execution. Of course, you 

don’t have to wait for the third month to begin making 

things happen. Even in the first and second months, 

while you’re studying the organization, you should try to 

achieve some quick wins, things that you can execute in 

a matter of weeks.

 A good friend of mine is a CIO who had one of the 

greatest ideas for the first 100 days. In his first two 

weeks with the organization, when he met with his peers 

and superiors, he asked them what one critical piece of 

information would allow them to make better decisions 

if they could get it on a regular basis. After he collected 

all the answers, he went back to his IT team and said, 

“Okay, we have these 24 different requests from very 

important people across the organization. How many 

of these do we have the data that would allow us to 
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 Maybe the most crucial mistake I’ve seen people make 

in the first 100 days is not investing enough time in 

building relationships. It is always especially sad when 

incredibly smart and successful people who have so 

much to give and actually perform the fundamentals 

of their job extraordinary well are let go because they 

have not taken the time to do the softer things – getting 

to know people, collaborating with peers, networking 

internally and externally. 

 A related mistake is failing to celebrate successes 

and to market broadly the work of IT. A lot of CIOs 

actually do great things, but no one knows about it. 

There should be a little bit of P.T. Barnum in every CIO: 

When something good happens, it gets celebrated, not 

just in small groups but in high-profile communications 

outside of IT. When good things are done, they need to 

be recognized by all IT’s stakeholders and partners.

What are some of the mistakes you have 
seen that cause CIOs to get off the track 
in these crucial first 100 days?

One mistake we sometimes see is that great scorecards 

are developed that articulate where IT stands, but there 

is no individual tasked with moving the ball forward 

on activities. The buck doesn’t stop with anyone. So you 

come back in six months or twelve months and very little 

progress has been made. It’s important to divide the 

leadership team up and assign specific responsibilities to 

specific individuals.

 Instituting too many metrics too quickly is another 

potential recipe for disaster. If you go from a no-metric 

environment and begin to institute too many sticks and 

not enough carrots, that may be rejected by your team. 

Speed is also very important. Not getting to execution 

quickly enough, not proving value quickly enough in 

those first 100 days and in the following months, is 

another recipe for disaster.
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