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It’s no secret that women are underrepresented in IT 

leadership positions. Although the proportion of female CIOs 

is greater than that of, say, female CFOs or CEOs – women 

account for 19% of CIOs at the 1,000 largest U.S. companies, 

compared with 11% of CFOs and 5% of CEOs, according to 

executive search firm Korn Ferry – that is hardly cause for 

celebration. 

Furthermore, the belief that things will improve as the 

pipeline of women entering IT grows may be wishful think-

ing. According to a 2016 study by Accenture and the 

organization Girls Who Code, the percentage of women in 

the U.S. computing workforce will in fact shrink from 24% to 

22% by 2025, if current trends continue.

The outlook for women in IT hasn’t always been so bleak. 

Women played an early and important role in computing. 

(See “A Brief Early History of Women in IT,” page XX). And 

as recently as 1985, some 37% of U.S. computer science 

college graduates were women. But in recent years, the 

number has fallen to less than 18%. 

What can be done to improve this situation? Part of the 

solution involves attracting more girls to the so-called STEM 

subjects – science, technology, engineering, and math – early 

in their education and then holding their interest in those 

subjects through middle and high school. And depending on 

who you ask, much work also remains to be done overcom-

ing bias – conscious and unconscious – that hinders women’s 

movement up the IT career ladder. (The large majority of 

women we [italic] asked in a survey of 37 senior female IT 

executives – see page XX – said that IT doesn’t o¢er equal 

career advancement opportunities for men and women.)

But nearly everyone agrees on one thing: The role models 

provided by successful female IT executives are crucial in 

attracting young women to the profession and inspiring 

them as they move up through the IT ranks. 

In this issue, we o¢er the stories of 12 such IT leaders, women 

from a variety of industries and from di¢erent backgrounds. 

Some of the executives have specific career advice for the 

women coming up behind them, from college graduates 

entering the profession to mid-career executives. Other 

contributors to this special issue o¢er stories of their own 

career journeys, including insights they have garnered from 

their experiences. And some of them focus not on their 

careers but on the ways in which they have met particular 

technology or organizational challenges.

But all of these stories are examples of women succeeding in 

IT leadership roles – examples that will hopefully elicit a 

determined response among women reading these articles: 

They did it; so can I.
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A little over a year ago, in Issue 6 of CIO Straight Talk, 

we published a special section of articles titled 

“Women, Leadership & IT: Advice to Advance Your 

Career.” The articles featured the stories of three 

prominent IT leaders: Adriana Karaboutis, of Biogen; 

Becky Blalock, formerly of Southern Company; and 

Pam Parisian, of AT&T. 

The response to the articles was tremendous, and we 

decided to publish an entire special issue featuring 

the stories and experiences of women IT leaders, 

including the three articles from Issue 6. To highlight 

the demanding, high-performance environment in 

which these women operate, we have illustrated 

their articles with images of challenging outdoor 

activities, from rock-climbing to sky-diving. (The 

images are meant to be general in nature – not 

evidence of an author’s personal involvement in a 

particular extreme endeavor!)

Of course, there’s a risk of marginalizing women by 

focusing on their particular experiences or situations as 

women, with articles that portray them as successful 

female IT leaders rather than as successful IT leaders. 

Indeed, some of the contributors to this issue take 

pains to emphasize that gender hasn’t defined their 

careers, either as an obstacle to or an enabler of 

their success.

Still, the stories recounted by these 14 executives can 

serve as both examples and inspiration to younger 

women working their way up the IT ranks or, younger 

still, to those considering whether to enter the 

profession. And in an era when women are still severely 

underrepresented in senior IT leadership positions, that 

is anything but a marginal contribution. 

The Important 
Role of Role Models
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It’s no secret that women are underrepresented in IT 

leadership positions. Although the proportion of female CIOs 

is greater than that of, say, female CFOs or CEOs – women 

account for 19% of CIOs at the 1,000 largest U.S. companies, 

compared with 11% of CFOs and 5% of CEOs, according to 

executive search firm Korn Ferry – that is hardly cause for 

celebration. 

Furthermore, the belief that things will improve as the 

pipeline of women entering IT grows may be wishful think-

ing. According to a 2016 study by Accenture and the 

organization Girls Who Code, the percentage of women in 

the U.S. computing workforce will in fact shrink from 24% to 

22% by 2025, if current trends continue.

The outlook for women in IT hasn’t always been so bleak. 

Women played an early and important role in computing. 

(See “A Brief History of Women in IT,” page 24). And as 

recently as 1985, some 37% of U.S. computer science college 

graduates were women. But in recent years, the number has 

fallen to less than 18%. 

What can be done to improve this situation? Part of the 

solution involves attracting more girls to the so-called STEM 

subjects – science, technology, engineering, and math – early 

in their education and then holding their interest in those 

subjects through middle and high school. And depending on 

who you ask, much work also remains to be done overcom-

ing bias – conscious and unconscious – that hinders women’s 

movement up the IT career ladder. (The large majority of 

women we asked in a survey of 37 senior female IT execu-

tives – see page 38 – said that IT doesn’t o�er equal career 

advancement opportunities for men and women.)

But nearly everyone agrees on one thing: The role models 

provided by successful female IT executives are crucial in 

attracting young women to the profession and inspiring 

them as they move up through the IT ranks. 

In this issue, we o�er the stories of 14 such IT leaders, women 

from a variety of industries and from di�erent backgrounds. 

Some of the executives have specific career advice for the 

women coming up behind them, from college graduates 

entering the profession to mid-career executives. Other 

contributors to this special issue o�er stories of their own 

career journeys, including insights they have garnered from 

their experiences. And some of them focus not on their 

careers but on the ways in which they have met particular 

technology or organizational challenges.

But all of these stories are examples of women succeeding in 

IT leadership roles – examples that will hopefully elicit a 

determined response among women reading these articles: 

They did it; so can I.
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Adriana Karaboutis

POSITION: Executive Vice President, Technology and 

Business Solutions 

COMPANY: Biogen 

WORKS FROM: Cambridge, MA 

PROFESSIONAL BACKGROUND: 

Andi Karaboutis joined Biogen in September 2014. Previously, 

she served as Vice President and Global Chief Information 

O�cer 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 wonder-

ful children — when they come back home to visit!), learning 

(recently enrolled at Harvard for graduate studies)
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CHOOSING THE 
ROAD NOT TAKEN 
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.

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 di�erently, 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 Robert Frost in his 

poem The Road Not Taken, “and that has made all the 

di�erence.” 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 welcom-

ing 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 a�orded 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 opportu-

nity 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 di�erently 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 

9



10

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 di�erences. 

Successful corporations, like Biogen, seek out diversity, 

recognizing that diverse teams are more productive – 24% 

more, according to some studies. 

So what was my response  when I was told I needed to be 

less Type A?  I 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 di�erence?” When 

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

the focus is on the work and not on gender di�erences. Most 

people don’t argue with well-thought out logic. 

Men and women are wired di�erently; 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 contribu-

tions 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 di�erently 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-per-

forming 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 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

When you approach people with 
logic, data, facts, and examples, 
the focus is on the work and not 
on gender di�erences.



This article first appeared in CIO Straight Talk, Issue 6.

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 to do 

something outside of work to keep you fresh. I love technol-

ogy, 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 di�erence to end customers.  

When George Scangos, Biogen's former 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 

wanted to do in the biotech industry and the impact he 

wanted to have on our patients’ lives. He expected 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.

Don’t let your gender define you. 
If someone says that you, as a female 
executive, need to be less assertive 
or aggressive, avoid the temptation to 
overthink and analyze the criticism. 
Instead, focus on the positive – the 
contributions you can make, the great 
ideas that can drive your and your 
company’s goals forward – remember-
ing that being assertive should be 
appreciated in men and women alike. 

Some companies value diversity, and 
other companies only talk about diversi-
ty. If you feel your career is hindered 
by the fact that you’re a woman, make 
sure you’re with a company that truly 
values diversity. If not, you may have to 
move on.

Learn everything you can, particularly 
about the business your company is in. 
One way to learn is to surround yourself 
with smarter people and mentors. And 
expand your horizons beyond the 
workplace. Figure out what you’re 
passionate about and follow that pas-
sion to find opportunities to learn out-
side of work. 

TAKEAWAYS 

•

•

•
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Pam Parisian 

POSITION: CIO

COMPANY: AT&T Services

WORKS FROM: Atlanta, GA 

PROFESSIONAL BACKGROUND: 

Pam Parisian is responsible for Technology Development for 
the business-supporting systems that enable ordering, care, 
rating, and billing for AT&T’s strategic Mobility, Business, and 
Home Solutions businesses. She became responsible for 
AT&T’s business-supporting systems, as well as the Global 
End-User Experience, in September 2014. She previously held 
a number of senior IT positions with AT&T, including Senior 
Vice President for Mobility and Home Solutions IT, where she 
oversaw IT strategy, delivery, and production support for 
systems that support the consumer mobility, U-verse and IP 
systems, high speed Internet, Advanced TV, and wholesale 
lines of business. She previously served as Senior Vice Presi-
dent for Mobility IT, where she had responsibility for legacy 
consumer and IP lines of business, and oversaw the conver-
gence of consumer and mobility systems to create one 
seamless customer experience across all AT&T consumer 
products. Earlier, she managed the IT integration of Cingular 
Wireless and the former AT&T Wireless and prior to that 
served as CIO for BellSouth Cellular.  

EDUCATION:

AS, Business Administration, Roane State (Tennessee) 
Community College;  Information Management Technology 
Program, DuPree School of Management,  Georgia Institute of 
Technology 

PERSONAL PASSIONS:

Hiking, reading, church missions, and watching her son’s 
high-school football games

CAREER ADVICE
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GET YOUR HANDS DIRTY, 
TAKE CHANCES — AND 
LOVE YOUR JOB
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.

I started pretty much at the bottom of the corporate hierar-
chy — 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-ser-
vice 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 place more exciting 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 stu�y 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.”  
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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  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 busy, too, but finding ways to improve e�ciency 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 also for 
creating them. As I progressed in my career, I was recom-
mended 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, break-
ing 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

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 a�ects 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.”

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



This article first appeared in CIO Straight Talk, Issue 6.

As you go through your career, don’t 
be afraid to roll up your sleeves and 
get your hands dirty. Dig in to tasks 
that no one else wants or that every-
one is “too busy” to tackle, and make 
them your own. Your ability to leave 
things better than when you found 
them will get noticed.  

Always be on the lookout for opportu-
nities to volunteer for big and uncer-
tain challenges, even when it’s not 
entirely clear what this will involve. 
You never know where such a path 
may lead. 

If a new task or responsibility starts to 
feel too big or overwhelming, stop and 
break it down into incremental steps. 
(“What’s hard by the yard is a cinch by 
the inch.”) This not only makes things 
easier to manage but it allows you to 
make adjustments along the way. 

•

•

•

TAKEAWAYS 

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.

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 e�ort, 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.
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I have a vivid memory of 

my boss leading me to a 

dark stu�y 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.’ 



CELEBRATE
THE CLIMB
“Leadership is not about men in suits. It is a way of life for 

those who know who they are, and are willing to be their 

best to create the life they want to live.” – Kathleen Schafer 

HCL’s Red Ladder Awards is a global program that 

recognizes the success of women leaders in Science and 

Technology and honors their zeal to rise to greater 

heights and create a positive change.

 

The awards celebrate unique stories of collaboration, 

determination, achievement, and insight. 



For more information 

about the program,

contact redladder@hcl.com.



CAREER ADVICE

18



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, informa-
tion 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 O�cer. Under her leadership, South-
ern 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 Achieve-
ment 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.

PUT YOURSELF 
OUT THERE AND PAY 
IT FORWARD
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

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
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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 patent-

ed 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% to the gross domes-

tic 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 o�shore.

You started working in IT at a senior posi-
tion 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 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.   

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.



1945     
Adele Goldstine assembles the operations manual for 
the ENIAC, the �irst electronic general-purpose 
computer, and trains the six women selected from 
the available pool of human computers to become the 
�irst operators of the ENIAC.  The operators were 
later joined by female mathematicians and engineers 
from academia and the military. With the advent of 
the digital computer, female “computers” became 
“computer operators” and “programmers.” 

1967 
“The Computer Girls,” an article in Cosmopolitan magazine, encourages 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,” according to 
the article. “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.”) In the 1960s, women comprise an estimated 
30%  to 50% of all programmers.

1980 
Adele Goldberg is one of the programmers who develops 
Smalltalk, one of the �irst object-oriented programming 
languages, the foundation of today’s Graphic User 
Interface (GUI).

1985 
Thirty-seven percent of U.S. computer science 
college graduates are women. But in the late 1980s, 
the percentage of women in computer science 
started to decline, even as the share of women in 
other technical and professional �ields continued 
rising. This is attributed partly to the fact that 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. By 2011, less than 18 percent of 
computer science college graduates were women. 
Today, the percentage of women in the U.S. 
computing workforce is just 24 percent, a rate 
lower than that of most other science professions.

1984 
Sandy Lerner co-founds 
Cisco Systems. 

1773 

Mary Edwards becomes a human “computer” (as the term is used) for the British 

Nautical Almanac, one of 35 people who calculate the position of the sun, moon, and 

planets at different times of day for the annual publication for navigators – and one of a 

very few women to earn a living from scientific work at the time. 

1842 

Ada, Countess of Lovelace (the daughter of poet 

Lord Byron), describes an algorithm for Charles 

Babbage’s Analytical Engine to compute Bernoulli 

numbers, considered the first ever published 

algorithm specifically tailored for implementation 

on a mechanical computer.

1875 
18-year-old Anna Winlock joins the staff of the Harvard Observatory as its first female 

computer. At the time, astronomy was the scientific discipline requiring the greatest 

amount of calculation, and Observatory director Edward Charles Pickering recruited 

more than 80 women to work as “Harvard computers,” also described as "Pickering's 

Harem" by the scientific community at the time.

Early 20th Century      
Computing is generally thought of as women’s work, as the 

proliferation of mass-produced mechanical adding and 

calculating machines bring 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.

1912      
Edith Clarke becomes a computer at AT&T. In 1922, she becomes 
the �irst professionally employed female electrical engineer in the 
United States and later, at the University of Texas at Austin, the 
�irst female professor of electrical engineering in the country.

1940s-1950s        
The work of female computers peaks during World War II 
and the early years of the Cold War. At Los Alamos, 
scientists’ wives are recruited in the early stages of the 
Manhattan Project to compute long math problems. Mathe-
maticians — most of them men — approximate the 
problem-solving horsepower of computing machines in 
“girl-years” and describe a unit of machine labor as equal to 
one “kilo-girl.” But attempts by women to establish the 
work as an independent discipline with its own profession-
al literature, formal training, and supportive institutions 
are unsuccessful, as the female-dominated occupation fails 
to gain respect. 

1944        
Richard Feynman, then a junior staff member at Los 
Alamos, organizes 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 keep up with the machines. But on the 
third day, in the words of 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” – foreshadowing the 
replacement of female computers by mechanical calcula-
tors and later by digital computers.
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1944        
Navy Lieutenant Grace Hopper, who had been a   
professor of mathematics at Vassar, is assigned to the 
Bureau of Ships Computation Project at Harvard 
University as part of the Mark I (also known as the 
Automatic Sequence Controlled Calculator) electrome-
chanical computer programming staff. She later works 
on the UNIVAC 1, designing the �irst compiler and later 
is instrumental in the development of the new 
business-oriented programming language, COBOL. The 
author or co-author of some early papers on comput-
ers, Hopper popularized the term “computer bug” after 
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 role model for many women 
who graduated from college with a degree in mathe-
matics or engineering and joined the rapidly expanding 
IT sector in the 1960s and 1970s, she retired from the 
Navy as a Rear Admiral in 1986 and received the 
national Medal of Technology in 1991. 
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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 e�ciently, there will 

be limits to how successful you will be.     

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

e�ective 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.” 

The young women went on to tell me, “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.

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 compe-

tent 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 

di�erent 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 di�erent from a 

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

table and is willing to advocate for you. Without 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.
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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.

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 a�rm us. Surround yourself 

with positive people who will a�rm 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 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 o�ensive 

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.
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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.

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 su�er 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% 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.

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 technolo-

gy. 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 di�erently, but for me these three 

things helped me better leverage my time and strike a better 

balance. 

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.

This article first appeared in CIO Straight Talk, Issue 6.
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1945     
Adele Goldstine assembles the operations manual for 
the ENIAC, the �irst electronic general-purpose 
computer, and trains the six women selected from 
the available pool of human computers to become the 
�irst operators of the ENIAC.  The operators were 
later joined by female mathematicians and engineers 
from academia and the military. With the advent of 
the digital computer, female “computers” became 
“computer operators” and “programmers.” 

1967 
“The Computer Girls,” an article in Cosmopolitan magazine, encourages 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,” according to 
the article. “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.”) In the 1960s, women comprise an estimated 
30%  to 50% of all programmers.

1980 
Adele Goldberg is one of the programmers who develops 
Smalltalk, one of the �irst object-oriented programming 
languages, the foundation of today’s Graphic User 
Interface (GUI).

1985 
Thirty-seven percent of U.S. computer science 
college graduates are women. But in the late 1980s, 
the percentage of women in computer science 
started to decline, even as the share of women in 
other technical and professional �ields continued 
rising. This is attributed partly to the fact that 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. By 2011, less than 18 percent of 
computer science college graduates were women. 
Today, the percentage of women in the U.S. 
computing workforce is just 24 percent, a rate 
lower than that of most other science professions.

1984 
Sandy Lerner co-founds 
Cisco Systems. 

1773 

Mary Edwards becomes a human “computer” (as the term is used) for the British 

Nautical Almanac, one of 35 people who calculate the position of the sun, moon, and 

planets at different times of day for the annual publication for navigators – and one of a 

very few women to earn a living from scientific work at the time. 

1842 

Ada, Countess of Lovelace (the daughter of poet 

Lord Byron), describes an algorithm for Charles 

Babbage’s Analytical Engine to compute Bernoulli 

numbers, considered the first ever published 

algorithm specifically tailored for implementation 

on a mechanical computer.

1875 
18-year-old Anna Winlock joins the staff of the Harvard Observatory as its first female 

computer. At the time, astronomy was the scientific discipline requiring the greatest 

amount of calculation, and Observatory director Edward Charles Pickering recruited 

more than 80 women to work as “Harvard computers,” also described as "Pickering's 

Harem" by the scientific community at the time.

Early 20th Century      
Computing is generally thought of as women’s work, as the 

proliferation of mass-produced mechanical adding and 

calculating machines bring 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.

1912      
Edith Clarke becomes a computer at AT&T. In 1922, she becomes 
the �irst professionally employed female electrical engineer in the 
United States and later, at the University of Texas at Austin, the 
�irst female professor of electrical engineering in the country.

1940s-1950s        
The work of female computers peaks during World War II 
and the early years of the Cold War. At Los Alamos, 
scientists’ wives are recruited in the early stages of the 
Manhattan Project to compute long math problems. Mathe-
maticians — most of them men — approximate the 
problem-solving horsepower of computing machines in 
“girl-years” and describe a unit of machine labor as equal to 
one “kilo-girl.” But attempts by women to establish the 
work as an independent discipline with its own profession-
al literature, formal training, and supportive institutions 
are unsuccessful, as the female-dominated occupation fails 
to gain respect. 

1944        
Richard Feynman, then a junior staff member at Los 
Alamos, organizes 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 keep up with the machines. But on the 
third day, in the words of 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” – foreshadowing the 
replacement of female computers by mechanical calcula-
tors and later by digital computers.
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1944        
Navy Lieutenant Grace Hopper, who had been a   
professor of mathematics at Vassar, is assigned to the 
Bureau of Ships Computation Project at Harvard 
University as part of the Mark I (also known as the 
Automatic Sequence Controlled Calculator) electrome-
chanical computer programming staff. She later works 
on the UNIVAC 1, designing the �irst compiler and later 
is instrumental in the development of the new 
business-oriented programming language, COBOL. The 
author or co-author of some early papers on comput-
ers, Hopper popularized the term “computer bug” after 
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 role model for many women 
who graduated from college with a degree in mathe-
matics or engineering and joined the rapidly expanding 
IT sector in the 1960s and 1970s, she retired from the 
Navy as a Rear Admiral in 1986 and received the 
national Medal of Technology in 1991. 
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When I entered the IT workforce in the 1980s, it was a man’s 

world, with very few women IT executives, managers, or 

even technicians. I was outnumbered exponentially when I 

attended IT conferences and when engaging with third-party 

vendors and partners.

Times have changed, but companies are still challenged 

when it comes to the number of women in IT roles. Still, that 

hasn’t kept me from having a tremendously satisfying IT 

career.  I’ve had the opportunity to work in varying industry 

segments, including commercial and consumer manufactur-

ing, software products/services, financial services, and food 

distribution. And I’ve been extremely fortunate to work in 

many regions of the world, including North America, Asia, 

Europe, and South America.

I truly believe that’s due to something I learned early on: If I 

wanted to get ahead, I was going to have to take charge of 

my career. And that’s the approach I’ve been following since 

my first job.  

Steer Your Career
Interestingly enough, I was introduced to IT by luck. After 

graduating from college, I took a job with a small company as a 

network analyst. Frankly, I had no idea what a network analyst 

was, but it sounded intriguing. I would be learning something 

new and the salary was attractive. So I gave it a shot.

Very quickly, I became proficient at optimizing corporate 

voice and data networks by analyzing tra�c and trends, and 

then presenting cost-saving recommendations to client 

executives. I enjoyed the dynamics of the job—dealing with 

technology, with vendors, with clients.  So my first job 

became my entry into the world of IT.

After a year, my career got a big boost when I began 

working in managerial positions at larger global companies. 

My start in management was at a consumer goods manufac-

turing company, where I quickly moved up the management 

ladder.  I did this by assuming more responsibility, going out 

of my way to tackle new challenges, and taking risks by 

speaking up when I had solutions to problems. Within ten 

years, I had worked my way to a director’s position.

From this experience, I learned I could have a seat at the CIO 

table by earning my way there. One of the biggest messages 

I have for women in IT is to take charge of your career and 

don’t wait for someone else to do it for you. In fact, regard-

less of gender, the key to a satisfying career is to identify 

what your aspirations are and what you need to do to reach 

your goal. When I came up against a glass ceiling or felt I 

could not advance the way I wanted to, I took action. That 

You are the one who must guide and drive your career. But professional success comes from 
understanding it’s not all about you.

CAREER INSIGHTS 
FROM A RISK-TAKER
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might mean learning something new, assuming stretch 

responsibilities in the organization, or even moving to a 

di	erent company altogether.

I strongly encourage women in IT to own their careers. Look 

out three to five years, set targets for yourself each year, and 

go get the experience you need to reach your next objective. 

Once you do that, you have a career road map, and that 

becomes your guide. Maybe you want to manage a team of 

50 associates by the time you’re 35. Perhaps you want to be 

a director in five years. Or you might be interested in 

becoming proficient at a particular technology. Figure out 

where your passion lies and determine a way to get there.  

But at the same time, don’t close the door on unexpected 

opportunities that present themselves. I vividly recall the CIO 

at a global financial company I worked for encouraging me 

to go to China for a 15-month consulting engagement. The 

request came out of nowhere and was certainly not on my 

career roadmap!  At the time, I was managing a global IT 

team of 350 people and we were making tremendous 

progress as an organization. Then here came this request to 

move to China, leave my team – and become an individual 

contributor, no less!  I took what may have seemed like a 

risky career detour and was exposed to an entirely new 

culture, learning and experiencing things I never would have 

otherwise. It opened my eyes to a whole di	erent market, 

helped me build relationships with individuals on the other 

side of the world, and made me a stronger leader. It was one 

of the best moves I ever made.

Realize the Source of Your Success
I’ve learned some of my biggest leadership lessons from the 

mistakes I’ve made. At first, they are heart wrenching. 

Nobody likes to fail. But if you can get through the emotional 

turmoil, it can be an informative developmental experience.

Once, at a multibillion-dollar company, I was put in charge of 

a data network that had performance issues in Europe. My 

marching orders were to make it work. So that’s what I set 

about doing. I did my homework by getting to understand 

the current topologies and operations.  I researched vendors. 

I met with consulting firms.  But when I delivered my recom-

mendations to the Paris o�ce, my European colleagues 

looked at me, wondering what on earth I was doing there. I 

had charged in to save the day, but neglected to first 

establish relationships with my Europe-

an counterparts.

Once I stepped back and took the time 

to solidify a bond and build trust with 

my European team mates, the project 

fell into place. All the plans I initially 

tried to move forward were implement-

ed—and not by me, but by my 

colleagues. That’s when I realized that it 

wasn’t about my success but the 

success of the team as a whole.  It was 

essential to have others participate in 

decisions, buy into the plan, and then 

make it happen.

Building relationships is a cornerstone to successful leader-

ship. I’ve been part of organizations with very di	erent 

structures—more bureaucracy and less, highly matrixed and 

very hierarchical, geographically dispersed. But everywhere 

I’ve been, I found I needed to build relationships with my 

peers and executives and vendors. You need to make sure 

everyone knows who you are and what you’re about before 

you tackle the hard stu	.  In the end, it’s these people who 

are going to make or break the initiatives you pursue.

Experience has helped me retool my leadership style over 

time. As you might imagine, I’m very passionate about what I 

do. But it’s important that while I bring that passion into what 

I’m doing, I’m also responsible for inspiring others to be as 

ardent about achieving success as I am.

Think big and think holistically.  Be bold 
with pursuing your dreams; the worst 
that can happen is finding out that the 
timing isn’t right.  If you don’t try, you’ll 
never know. 
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Make Bold Moves
I have found that when you’re in the minority, as women in IT 

are, a good formula for success includes doing your home-

work, not being afraid to express your ideas and opinions 

(while listening to the ideas of others), and o�ering solutions. 

And yet, I still see women struggle with self-confidence. 

And while that is natural, it is also something we need to 

move beyond.

When I started out, I had to reach out of my comfort zone so 

that I could take a chance doing some unconventional 

things. I recall inviting a vice president at the manufacturing 

company where I worked to give a speech on the roof of our 

o ce in Philadelphia. We were launching a new microwave 

link between headquarters and one of our plants—a new 

technology at the time that would significantly reduce our 

costs.  Launching this new service on the roof was a great 

way to gain visibility for IT.  When I look back now, I wonder, 

“What was I thinking inviting the company’s VP on the roof 

to christen a new microwave network?”  But when I asked, 

he said yes, and it became a great marketing event to 

promote what we were doing.  

That was important, because marketing IT accomplishments 

or significant events is something in which we tend to 

underinvest. But you’ll get appreciation and support when 

you take the time to creatively tell your story in a way that 

allows business and IT partners to understand the value of 

what you’re doing.

To this day, when I coach IT professionals, I strongly encour-

age them to think big and think holistically.  This approach 

can create new opportunities for yourself, your IT organiza-

tion, and your business.  Be bold with pursuing your dreams; 

the worst that can happen is finding out that the timing isn’t 

right.  If you don’t try, you’ll never know.

I once invited the CEO of a large company where I worked to 

the fourth floor, where the IT organization was located, to 

give him a demonstration of our new business-intelligence 

services. When he came down from the executive floor to 

our humble conference room, you would have thought a 

famous celebrity had entered the room. This was the first 

time he had ever visited the IT department. But all that was 

needed was the courage to ask.

If you don’t take risks, it’s hard to move the dial—whether 

you’re talking about your career or anything else you’re 

trying to achieve. Have the courage to try something 

di�erent, and it may change your life! 
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If you want to get ahead, you have to 
take charge of your career. Identify 
what your aspirations are and what 
you need to do to reach your goals. 
Sometimes that means learning some-
thing new, assuming stretch responsi-
bilities in the organization, or even 
moving to a di�erent company alto-
gether.

Look out three to five years, and set 
targets for yourself each year. Then 
get the experience you need to reach 
your next objective. You will then have 
a career road map that becomes your 
guide. At the same time, don’t close 
the door on unexpected opportunities 
that present themselves.

Building relationships is a cornerstone 
to successful leadership, regardless of 
the organization’s structure. Build 
relationships with your peers and 
higher ups and vendors. Make sure 
everyone knows who you are and what 
you’re about before you tackle the 
hard stu�.  These are the people who 
are going to make or break the initia-
tives you pursue. 

TAKEAWAYS 

•

•

•
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While still in school, Pragati began developing software for 
Fiserv, a leading global technology provider serving the 
financial services industry. After programming in C and C++, 
she switched over to web programming and client server 
systems when she saw the potential for improving user 
experience. As a consultant at Price Waterhouse Coopers, she 
helped organizations leverage the rapidly developing technol-
ogy to achieve their business objectives. After PWC, she spent 
10 years at General Motors, becoming Director and Chief 
Architect, before moving over to Boeing as Enterprise Chief 
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When not at work, I enjoy spending time with my husband of 
22 years and my eight-year-old daughter, Prisha. We all love 
to travel. I also enjoy tennis, but I haven’t found a place to play 
here in Boston yet, so I am open to suggestions
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TAKING CHANCES 
AND TAKING 
CHARGE
A willingness to step up and venture into new professional arenas, sometimes at the 
suggestion of a mentor, has helped make this executive’s career both successful and 
satisfying – and has shaped her own approach to grooming young talent. 

My background is in accounting, but from an early age I 

loved computers and programming. When I moved from 

India to the U.S., I decided to branch out and get another 

degree in computer information systems. While I was still in 

school, I got a job at Fiserv writing software for ATMs. At 

that time, in the 1990s, the company was doing C and C++ 

programming. But I was starting to read about the benefits 

of web programming and client server systems, and I 

thought it would be beneficial for the company to pursue 

these new approaches. So I pulled together a group of 

programmers, and we began developing simple banking 

applications using basic client server and web programming. 

This opened the door for Fiserv to rewrite a lot of it’s 

systems with a new focus on improving it’s user interfaces.

That was an early example of my willingness to take the lead 

and to explore new directions that looked promising. I am 

sure that is one of the reasons I am working in the IT leader-

ship position I have today – this desire to step up and 

venture out in search of opportunities. This is why it is critical 

to take charge and to take chances, especially early in your 

career – for example, by rotating through various roles 

and functions.

Another crucial key in my career progression has been the 

various leaders who identified valuable qualities in me and 

took a chance by promoting me into new positions and by 

asking me to take on new challenges. Now that I am in a 

leadership position, I try to do that as well.

A School for Leaders

Not every risk I have taken has paid o�. When I became a 

consultant at PriceWaterhouse Coopers (PWC), working 

with Ford, I aggressively pursued switching the client from 

mainframe systems to web applications. We went about it 

very quickly and didn’t take the time necessary to under-

stand the regulations that existed in the European Union at 

that time. I had great intentions, and in the end it was the 

right decision, but we had to go back and rethink some of 

that work in order to address those global compliance issues. 

That set us back for a while, but I learned from this mistake 

the importance of rebounding from a setback, adjusting 

course, and moving forward.

After PWC, I joined General Motors, first as a contractor and 

then as an employee. I had already become a skilled 

programmer, but at GM I learned what it means to be a 

leader. My first manager at GM told me he wanted me to 



switch roles after just a year and a half. I asked if this was a 

result of something I’d done wrong. He explained that it 

wasn’t. The chief architect for North America was taking on a 

new position, and my manager thought I should interview for 

the role. It was beyond anything I’d ever done, and I was 

unsure about the job. But he had confidence in me, and that 

gave me more confidence in myself. 

This represented a big risk – not just for me, but for him as 

well. I’ve gone back and asked him why he took that chance 

on me. He said that his leadership philosophy was that if you 

focus on doing what is right for the company, everything 

else will fall into place, and he saw that same focus in me. 

That philosophy made him a bit of a perfectionist, and he 

expected everything to be thought through and solid. He 

would put you through your paces, asking why you chose to 

do something a certain way, making sure you had consid-

ered all the angles. This uncompromising approach could 

drive you crazy sometimes, but it helped make me into a 

business-oriented IT leader, focused on business value and 

business outcomes. 

I also learned from him, and from other leaders, how to make 

those around you better. He was good at recognizing an 

employee’s individual talents and at knowing how to engage 

and develop those talents. That approach was typical of the 

organization as a whole.

Taking Care of People

Mentors have played a big role in my career success. And 

now that I’m in a senior role, I make it a point to try to do the 

same for others in my organization by recognizing and 

nurturing their individual talents. I encourage people to 

develop their skills and I try to create opportunities for them 

to do that—even if it means they have to leave my group for 

the betterment of the company. I’ve always tried to incorpo-

rate that into my management style, from GM to Boeing and 

now here at Biogen: hire talented people and give them 

stretch goals to help them grow.

I also learned from my mentors that it’s important to truly 

take care of people, and not just at 

work. Everyone is trying to figure out a 

good work-life balance and, as a leader, 

I do whatever I can to help people 

achieve that. I give my 

employees flexibility, and their output is 

better as a result. At the same time, the 

reality is that, with certain jobs, 

work-life balance just isn’t possible. 

Everyone has to figure out for them-

selves what they are willing to do at 

certain points in their careers.

I recognize how critical it is to have a 

support system. Without my support 

system, I would never have been able 

to get to where I am today. While my 

primary duty and obligation is to my 

family and my children, I am fortunate to have a husband 

who encouraged me to pursue these opportunities while he 

shoulders more of the day-to-day work with my daughter. 

He put his career to the side for me to succeed. Having that 

kind of support from family or friends is critical.

Women in Technology

I’ve worked for some incredible women leaders in IT. At 

Boeing, my boss was the CIO, Kim Hammonds, who is now 

the COO at Deutsche Bank. At Biogen, I report to Adriana 

“Andi” Karaboutis, who is our executive vice president for 

Technology and Business Solutions (TBS). Both these 

women are dynamic leaders who are passionate about 

getting more women interested in technology careers. They 
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One of the most important lessons that 
leaders have taught me is the 
importance of leaving a legacy. Always 
ask yourself what you want people to 
remember you for. 



A willingness to seek out and venture
into challenging new areas, especially
early in your career, can be one of the
biggest contributors to your success.

Despite your best e�orts to achieve
work-life balance, for yourself and for
those who report to you, in certain 
jobs this isn’t a reasonable expectation.
Individuals need to figure out for 
themselves how much they are willing 
to adjust at di�erent points in their
careers.

One of the greatest contributions of a
leader can be the legacy that she
leaves behind. Ask yourself what you’d
like people to remember you for, and
let that give meaning and focus to 
both your work and your life.
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both encouraged me and showed me that nothing is 

impossible if you put your heart and mind into it.

To be honest, I’ve worked largely in male-dominated 

environments. Very few women leaders go all the way 

to the top in IT. There are many possible reasons for this, 

but one major problem is the shortage of women 

following courses in science, technology, engineering, 

and math (STEM).

Encouraging young women’s interest in these STEM subjects 

is very important to me. I hear young girls say that “Math isn’t 

interesting” or “Science is for boys, not girls.” I don’t believe 

that is true at all. However, if we wait until high school to 

try to get girls interested, it’s too late. We need to work to 

engage girls in these subjects at a young age, so their 

interest has time to develop and mature. When I hear young 

women say they don’t want to be the only one, that they’re 

not comfortable being the only woman in a class, I turn 

around and position it like this: if you’re the only one, 

you’re special.

One of the most important lessons that leaders have taught 

me is the importance of leaving a legacy. That gives meaning 

and focus to your life and to your work. Always ask yourself 

what you want people to remember you for.

I consider myself part of Kim’s and Andi’s legacy, and I want 

to make the success of young women executives to be part 

of my legacy. You want to be able to look back at where you 

started and see what you have accomplished for the better-

ment of others – companies, colleagues, and future genera-

tions. Helping to develop IT professionals and leaders who 

are willing to stretch themselves, who are comfortable taking 

risks and taking charge, is perhaps one of the most valuable 

legacies anyone can leave behind. 



Teresa Van De Bogart

POSITION: Vice President, Global IT Solution Delivery

COMPANY: Molson Coors Brewing Company 

WORKS FROM: Denver, CO

PROFESSIONAL BACKGROUND: 

Teresa Van De Bogart has held leadership roles at Molson 

Coors in finance, accounting, procurement, and IT. She has 

held numerous board positions, including board chair for 

several non-profits, including the Colorado Women’s Cham-

ber of Commerce, Colorado Women’s Leadership Founda-

tion, and Women with a Cause. She is active in the communi-

ty and recently received the Frances Wisebart Jacobs award 

from United Way for her leadership and commitment in 

furthering their mission.

EDUCATION:

Bachelor’s degree in Accounting, Auburn University; 

on-the-job training and experience; ongoing support 

from mentors.
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LEADERSHIP MEANS 
TESTING YOUR LIMITS
A senior IT executive in the traditionally male world of beer brewing capitalized on her 
project management and problem solving skills to generate value for a new and unfamiliar 
part of the business. 

When I was growing up in Alabama, you couldn’t buy Coors 

beer. People would leave the state to bring it back and that 

created a lot of mystique around it. Today, having spent the 

last 35 years at Molson Coors, I have to say that the compa-

ny is still something that you’d go out of your way for. It’s a 

pretty great place to be.

I started working for Coors as an accountant and held 

various positions in finance and accounting for nearly 20 

years—corporate reporting, sales and marketing finance, 

planning and forecasting, and supply chain finance, to name 

a few. When I took a role leading finance for the supply 

chain, I put together a business case for a new inventory 

system. We were the world’s largest brewery but we had 

been taking manual inventory counts weekly. And there was 

a lot of inventory! It was going to be a massive SAP project 

and the brewery vice president and company controller 

suggested I run it. Even though I wasn’t the most technical 

person on the planet, they were both rather insistent. It was 

my first IT project management role, but it wouldn’t be 

my last.

It was a big risk — and it turned out to be one of the best 

career moves I could have made. When I moved into this 

area I wasn’t an expert—far from it.  I had to move from 

being a manager to being a "leader." In my previous roles, 

I knew accounting and finance from the bottom up. But IT 

was new to me. I knew how to ask questions, listen, and 

leverage ideas, but I had to rely on others’ knowledge and 

experience in order to do detailed problem-solving and get 

things done.

The project expanded and soon replaced some of the Y2K 

work we were doing. I wound up overseeing the largest ERP 

project implemented at Coors up to that point. (We’ve done 

bigger ones since then!)  After we successfully completed 

the project, I had the option to go back to finance, but the 

CIO asked me to stay in IT. He thought I could leverage my 

approach and my problem-solving skills to gain some 

high-level benefits we’d thus far struggled to achieve from 

our big technology projects. 

A Fresh Approach

Ultimately, I created a business case for delivering technolo-

gy projects di�erently. In the past, the company had 

approached them as a technical exercise. They didn’t look at 

the role of change management, process transformation, and 

business ownership in deriving value from these implementa-

tions. I created an internal change management and process 

design group inside of IT, a strategic move that still exists 

and today serves the company well in terms of project 

execution.

I left IT for a couple of years to lead indirect procurement for 

Coors, leveraging my leadership and process skills. But when 

Molson merged with Coors in 2005, I was tapped to set up a 



36

global portfolio-management o�ce for IT, and I’ve been in IT 

ever since. Our approach to projects now extends beyond IT 

projects to any “project,” whether a new product introduc-

tion or the entry into a new country market. This has become 

the basis for what we call “Brilliant Execution” across our 

company, and it is core to how Molson Coors does things.

In IT, my in-house delivery team consists of program manag-

ers, organizational change experts, solutions designers, 

technical architects, and business intelligence professionals. 

We outsource all of the development to our IT services 

providers.

Incidentally, I would never be able to tell my team members 

how to do their jobs. I’ve never programmed a thing in my 

life or configured a system. But I know how to gather facts, 

how to listen, and how to stretch and support people. And I 

have learned enough to be able to challenge certain assump-

tions and to stretch others to think outside of the box.

I also have been able to leverage my financial background to 

create the kinds of business cases that get big transforma-

tional projects approved. The financial approach has been a 

huge factor in the success we’ve had. And I know how to 

deliver projects. That’s my reputation.

The Soft Stuff is the Hard Stuff

I’ve learned a lot from the leaders around me, both as role 

models and in some cases as mentors who have coached 

and guided me. I’ve learned how they deal with challenges, 

how they deal with conflict, how they influence. That’s been 

particularly important because, in my role, I need to keep 

everyone going down the same path without it feeling like 

I’m hammering them. It’s important to take the time to learn 

from how successful people do these things.

One of the biggest challenges we had was a post-merger 

project that sought to centralize and standardize systems 

and processes for what had been three operations – U.S., 

Canada, and Europe – that had run independently. This 

represented a big cultural challenge. Ultimately, I was able to 

work with the CEO, who helped us engage some of the 

division presidents to garner support among their peers 

toward this bigger company mission. Driving change at this 

level was another stretch opportunity.

Ultimately, I’ve found that, in this job, 

the soft stu� is the hard stu�. I know 

my teams can figure out anything 

technical, but the di�cult part is getting 

everyone lined up behind you to 

embrace the change.

Doing the Thing That Scares You

I love big, transformational projects 

because I like seeing the significant 

impact they have. But, in the beginning, 

they were scary. I didn’t think I knew 

what I was doing. I was worried about 

what would happen to my team if we 

failed. I wondered what would happen 

to me if I couldn’t deliver. But in the 

end, we didn’t fail. Although we’ve had some tough projects 

that had some pretty ugly go-lives, we ultimately did deliver. 

And we have learned a lot! So not much freaks me out any 

more about projects. My calmness helps relieve anxiety on 

the team and bolsters their confidence and ability to do a 

tough job.

I know teams can be scared, particularly on their first project. 

The most important thing I can do to help them succeed is 

provide air cover. I want to be able to make them feel like 

they can take the smart risk, and if it doesn’t work out, to 

know they’re not going to get destroyed in the process. Of 

course, we don’t want to repeat mistakes. But getting people 

comfortable taking a smart risk is a big part of my leadership 

responsibilities. I know that it’s only when they take a risk 

outside their comfort zones that they’ll really stretch and 

In my role, I need to keep everyone 
going down the same path without it 
feeling like I’m hammering them. It’s 
important to take the time to learn from 
how successful people do these things.



Know how to ask questions, listen, 
and leverage ideas. And rely on others’ 
knowledge and experience to solve the 
problems you can’t. 

The soft stu� is the hard stu�.  You 
can always find someone to help with 
the technology and implementation, 
but it takes special skills to garner 
support when trying to drive change. 
Learn whom to ask for help, and how 
to get everyone lined up behind you. 

Provide air cover. It’s the most impor-
tant thing you can do to help your 
team succeed. Make your team mem-
bers feel they can take smart risks and 
not get destroyed in the process. Only 
when they take risks outside their 
comfort zones will they stretch and 
grow. Fear can paralyze people and 
cause extreme stress, so try to take 
the anxiety out of the equation. Be 
approachable and be invested.

Don’t let life happen to you. My mantra 
is, “What do you want? And what do 
you need to do to get there without 
sacrificing what’s important to you?” 
Make a plan, build a road map, and 
make things happen for yourself. 

TAKEAWAYS 

•

•

•

•

grow. So I give people support. I try to reduce their anxiety 

level because fear can paralyze people – not to mention the 

extreme stress it creates on folks.  Everyone knows they can 

come see me or call me up, regardless of their level on the 

team. That’s important — be approachable and be invested. 

It literally takes a village to deliver big projects.

Don’t Let Life Simply Happen

I’ve always had a can-do attitude. Fearless is too strong a 

word, but I am fairly tenacious.  As a woman in my field, I’ve 

always been in the minority. When I was hired, I was Coors’s 

first female accountant. I have a handful of VP women peers, 

but I’m often the only woman at the table. It doesn’t intimi-

date me. I enjoy working with all types of people. Di�erent 

approaches make the entire team better.

I do take the opportunities I have to use my position and 

experience to help other women – and men. I didn’t dream of 

becoming the VP of a Fortune 500 company. When I got out 

of college, all I wanted was a job. But throughout my career, I 

figured things out as I went. It isn’t always easy – we have a 

long way still to go as women. But the higher up I got, the 

more of an impact I realized I could have. So I stick with it.

I’ve always felt it was up to me to figure things out. My 

mantra is, “What do you want? And what do you need to do 

to get there without sacrificing what’s important to you?” 

When I meet women through my work with women’s 

leadership organizations, I say: “Don’t let life happen to you.” 

Make a plan, build a road map, and make things happen for 

yourself – while realizing that sometimes things happen that 

aren’t on the road map. And that this isn’t always a bad thing.

I do believe my biggest success is what I enable in the 

people around me or who work for me. It’s all about what 

you can do—and what we can do to help each other. No one 

gets there without figuring out what she wants and having 

help from others along the way. When you get that help, 

you want to pay it forward to the next generation.
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The senior IT executives featured in this special issue of 

CIO Straight Talk say, for the most part, that their gender 

has neither helped nor hindered them in their career. An 

online survey of 37 female IT executives paints a di�erent 

picture. 

More than 70% of the respondents said that IT doesn’t 

o�er the same career advancement opportunities for 

men and women. Nearly 70% said that women in IT 

aren’t given equal access to highly technical roles. And 

75% said there is inequality in pay between men and 

women in IT roles. Among the other findings: organiza-

tional support for gender diversity is important to a 

woman’s career success, but few organizations o�er 

specific programs to attract women to IT roles. 

The survey respondents – director-level-and-above 

women in IT leadership positions – were identified 

through their LinkedIn profiles. Their responses to the 

survey were anonymous.

SURVEY: 

IT Still Unwelcoming 
to Women

WHAT ARE THE MOST IMPORTANT CONTRIBUTORS 
TO A WOMAN’S CAREER SUCCESS IN IT?

54%

Training and 
development

76%

Support from 
a manager

60%

An organizational 
culture that promotes 
gender diversity

60%

Her inherent 
abilities

52%

Her ambition

03%

Other

DO YOU THINK IT OFFERS THE SAME CAREER 
ADVANCEMENT OPPORTUNITIES FOR MEN AND 
WOMEN?

16.22%

72.97%

10.81%

YES

NO

NOT SURE

DO YOU THINK WOMEN IN IT ARE GIVEN EQUAL 
ACCESS TO HIGHLY TECHNICAL ROLES?

18.92%

67.57%

13.51%

YES

NO

NOT SURE

DO YOU THINK REMUNERATION FOR IT ROLES 
IS THE SAME FOR MEN AND WOMEN?

08.11%

75.68%

16.22%

YES

NO

NOT SURE

DOES YOUR ORGANIZATION OFFER SPECIFIC 
PROGRAMS TO ATTRACT WOMEN TO IT ROLES?

32.43%

56.76%

10.81%

YES

NO

NOT SURE

IS IT DIFFICULT FOR WOMEN TO RETURN TO 
A JOB IN IT FOLLOWING A CAREER BREAK?

67.57%

13.51%

18.92%

YES

NO

NOT SURE
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by HCL Technologies

MAKING THE 
IoT JOURNEY
REAL WITH 
IoT WoRKSTM

The true potential of IoT can only be realized by 

completing the cycle of Things to Things (Data), Things 

to People (Dashboard) and People to Things (Decision).

At IoT WoRKSTM, we transform the organization asset 

value chain with this approach to create measurable 

business outcomes. 

To request a complimentary IoT roadmap 
workshop, write to us at iotworks@hcl.com

DEFINE, BUILD & RUN IoT 
IN THE CONTEXT OF 
YOUR BUSINESS
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Karen Painter

POSITION: Head of Media Software and Services

COMPANY: Turner Broadcasting System

WORKS FROM: Atlanta, GA 

PROFESSIONAL BACKGROUND: 

As Head of Media Software and Services (MSS) for Turner, 

Karen leads the team responsible for software development, 

support, and maintenance for enterprise and business 

systems across Turner. In this capacity, her team serves all 

Turner businesses and key shared services of Time Warner. 

She has responsibility for many consumer-facing digital 

properties, including CNN.com, NBA.com, TBS.com, TNTdra-

ma.com, TCM.com, CN.com, AdultSwim.com, and more. She 

is also responsible for the team that leverages data and 

programmatic and advanced analytics to enable monetization 

and revenue growth for all Turner networks. In addition to her 

experience at Turner, which she joined in 1994, she has 

worked on the vendor side of application development. She 

began her career as a developer for McDonnell Douglas, 

writing assembly language for the F15E fighter jet.

EDUCATION:

BS in Computer Science, Old Dominion University

PERSONAL PASSIONS:

Karen’s interests outside of work include enjoying time with 

her husband and two sons, power para-motoring, scuba 

diving, golfing, and operating heavy machinery on her farm.

LESSONS LEARNED
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CREATING A CULTURE 
OF DIVERSITY —
AND MUCH MORE

Most people in business today would agree that diversity – 

of gender, race, generation, culture, education, values, 

economic background – leads to superior business 

outcomes. That became vividly evident to me years ago in 

my first real leadership role, heading up a team developing a 

consumer software product for Windows. 

But let’s face it: We typically gravitate to people like 

ourselves – people who look and act and think like us. It’s 

human nature. And that tendency undermines diversity 

e orts, whether on a team, in a function, or throughout an 

organization.

Take, for example, that popular recruitment tool, the employ-

ee referral program. Because people tend to know and hang 

around those who are like-minded or of a similar background, 

the friends they end up referring for job consideration often 

are quite like themselves. 

Simply telling employees they should nominate a diverse 

range of candidates for open positions is an easily ignored 

corporate directive. Making that mandate come alive 

requires a culture that actively supports it, a culture in which 

people of all types are valued because they all bring value to 

the organization. 

Note that this kind of culture o ers benefits that go far 

beyond fostering diversity. It can help technology executives 

overcome technical challenges, as well. 

In fact, creating and maintaining a healthy culture – focusing 

on the value that everyone brings to the organization, 

creating experiences that foster positive relationships among 

all kinds of people – is central to e ective technology 

leadership. 

How I Ended Up in IT 

Growing up, I was really good at solving puzzles. I loved 

math. I did my math homework with my father, an aeronauti-

cal engineer. (When he went through an intensive nuclear 

program in the U.S. Navy and became a commanding o�cer 

of a nuclear aircraft carrier, he had to buckle down and do 

math homework!) I still remember the time when I was able 

to easily solve a mathematical word puzzle he gave me, 

while his friend, who lived across the street, struggled. 

A seasoned IT executive has seen first-hand how a team of individuals with diverse 
perspectives can generate value for an organization. But achieving such diversity can’t 
be achieved with a simple mandate. You need to focus on your culture – which will yield 
numerous other benefits. 
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When I went to college, subjects like math and computer 

science seemed like the natural choice for me – even though, 

in a sign of the times, I was often one of only two or three 

women in a technology class of 100 students. At the same 

time, my social circle was quite a di�erent world. I was a 

cheerleader during my freshman year and would generally 

hang around with other cheerleaders and athletes. In a way, it 

was an early experience of working in a diverse environment!

My first real job out of college was with McDonnell Douglas, 

where I wrote assembly language code for the F15 Eagle 

fighter jet. It was a great job, and I left only because I was 

invited to work on a team that required top secret security 

clearance. I realized that not being able to tell people where I 

worked or what I was working on just didn’t fit with who I am.  

In my next company, I worked on a project to take a print 

publication, the quarterly hotel and travel index used by 

travel agents, which weighed about 20 pounds, and put

it onto a CD-ROM disk. It was another great job. For one 

thing, I got to travel all over the world and help install the 

product and teach travel agents how to use it. But it was 

a niche market.

My next job was with Peachtree Software, leading a team 

developing the Windows version of Peachtree’s flagship 

accounting software, which until then had been a DOS-only 

product. (In another sign of the times, I privately thought 

that Windows was for people who weren’t clever enough to 

learn how to use DOS.) This was anything but a niche 

market. And the job, besides being a great leadership 

opportunity, taught me the power of diversity.

A Lesson in Diversity

The Accounting for Windows project had a clear mission — 

create an award-winning software package. We knew that 

awards and excellent reviews were crucial to selling 

shrink-wrapped software. So we focused in the first release 

on attributes that would catch reviewers’ attention, some-

times sacrificing other features – for example, some related 

to archiving data – in order to do that. And the strategy 

worked. The product won just about every award in the 

industry.

What made our team click? Obviously, our single-minded 

focus was a big asset. But equally important was our team 

dynamics. We had an array of skill sets: Besides software 

engineers and product managers, we had accountants and 

user interface designers. But there was 

also diversity in our eclectic team 

members’ backgrounds, experiences, 

and outside interests. Some folks were 

fairly quirky. We certainly didn’t look 

like a group of people who would 

hang out together after work! But that 

meant we could challenge each 

other’s perspectives and push each 

other out of our comfort zones, even 

as we rallied behind a common goal.

This was an “a-ha” moment for me. 
I suddenly realized that if you put 
together a team with varied skills, 
talents, and outlooks, all working 
towards a single goal, you could 
create magic. It was a turning point in 

my career. And I discovered the power not only of building 
diverse yet cohesive teams but also of creating a culture in 
which this is possible. 

Deliberately Creating a Culture 

“Culture” may not seem like a high-ranking item on a 
technology executive’s list of priorities. But without a culture 
that supports your diversity – or other – initiatives, they are 
unlikely to succeed. 

Recall that a diverse workforce isn’t likely to occur naturally 
in most organizations. Because we tend to recommend and 
hire people like us – and are usually unaware that we are 
doing so – we often end up with a relatively homogeneous 
pool of candidates. This leads to a relatively homogeneous 

workforce, and with a homogeneous workforce you won’t be 

able to create diverse teams for specific projects. 

But talking about the need for diversity isn’t going to get you 

This was an “a-ha” moment for me. I 
suddenly realized that if you put togeth-
er a team with varied skills, talents, and 
outlooks, all working towards a single 
goal, you could create magic.



very far. You can’t tell people what to do and how to behave. 

You need to take deliberate steps to create a culture that 

supports that goal. 

I think many technology leaders don’t think much about 

culture because they think it already exists. And it does. But 

you can just let it exist, or you can understand and manage it. 

A good starting point is understanding the beliefs of the 

people on your team or in your function. If they’re counter to 

the type of culture you want to create, then you have to very 

deliberately create experiences that support your mission. 

To take a somewhat simplistic example, if I want people on 

my team to speak their mind, it’s not enough to declare that 

objective – even with the help of some nice buzzwords – in a 

group meeting or a written manifesto. I have to go out and 

create campaigns to solicit feedback and then reward 

people when they speak up, even if I don’t agree with them. 

In short, I have to create experiences that encourage people 

to speak their mind. 

When Culture Trumps Technology

We often ignore the role of teamwork and relationships in 

developing technology. This is unfortunate because, in my 

experience, when things go awry on a project, the technolo-

gy problems often aren’t the hard ones to solve. They’re 

interesting to solve. They can be fun to solve. And there’s 

certainly a wonderful sense of accomplishment when they 

are solved. But when things go sideways, it’s usually not 

because of technology alone but also involves in some way

 a failed relationship.

That’s where culture plays an important role. It is crucial to 

cementing strong relationships, especially if the culture is 

one designed to ensure that everybody on a team brings 

value and feels valued. 

Realizing the importance of culture and relationships brings 

us back to the topic of diversity – in this case, gender 

diversity, and why we should continue our eorts to attract 

women to technology roles. Don’t get me wrong. I don’t 

want to push the stereotype of placing female employees in 

people-oriented roles and men in tech roles. But to the 

extent that many women bring a particular perspective on 

workplace relationships, it is another example of the power 

of diversity to deliver value to the organization. 
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Creating and maintaining a healthy 
culture – focusing on the value that 
everyone brings to the organization, 
creating experiences that foster posi-
tive relationships among all kinds of 
people – is central to eective 
technology leadership.

If you put together a team with varied 
skills, talents, and outlooks, all working 
towards a single goal, the results can 
be astounding. 

Women can bring a particular perspec-
tive on workplace relationships, anoth-
er example of the power of diversity to 
deliver value to the organization.

TAKEAWAYS 

•

•

•
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LESSONS LEARNED

Angel Newkirk 

POSITION: Vice President, Supply Chain Systems 

and Corporate Integration 

COMPANY: Ann Brands of Ascena Retail Group 

WORKS FROM: Louisville, KY

PROFESSIONAL BACKGROUND: 

Angel Newkirk is responsible for the supply chain of Ann 

Brands – design, sourcing, international trade, inbound and 

outbound transportation, distribution, and relationships with 

sourcing agents and third-party logistics partners. She 

manages a global team with o�ces in Louisville, New York, 

and Hong Kong. She also is responsible for the technology 

integration resulting from the 2015 acquisition of Ann Inc. by 

Ascena Retail Group. She was the recipient of Ann Inc.’s 

Chairman’s Award in 2004 and Supply Chain Partner of the 

Year Award in 2015.

EDUCATION:

Bachelor’s Degree, Business Management, University of 

Louisville 
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THE ULTIMATE 
CHALLENGE
A senior IT executive draws on two decades of learning – about leading teams, work-life bal-
ance, and managing globally – in tackling a complex corporate integration. 

I’ve always loved problem solving. When I was young, my 

dad taught himself programming languages at home, writing 

programs to organize his “inventory” of home assets – 

including an impressive collection of logo golf balls!  So 

perhaps it’s not surprising that I landed in IT. I guess you 

could say it’s in my blood !

I studied business in college with an emphasis on information 

systems. Right after graduation, I landed an entry-level job 

with an insurance company in its training program for 

application developers. It gave me the real hard-core 

technical training I didn’t get in college, and I loved it! I can 

be a little introverted at times, so working with computers fit 

my personality. I also like digging into things and finding 

solutions to problems.

I had been working in insurance for three years when an 

opportunity opened up at Ann Inc., the parent company of 

the Ann Taylor retail chain, in the Louisville Distribution 

Center. From the time I interviewed and took a tour, I was 

instantly hooked on supply chain. Coming from insurance, 

you don’t see the product and can’t touch what you do. It’s 

very ethereal—adding an endorsement to a declaration. At 

the Distribution Center, I saw the product moving through 

the building and the impact I could have. When I saw how 

technology worked together with process and the supply 

chain, I was in love from the start. Eighteen years later, I’m 

still here!

Letting Go of Your First Love

I started as a programmer, moved up to senior programmer, 

manager, director, and eventually vice president. But the 

funny thing was, when I was a senior programmer, I didn’t 

necessarily want to be a manager. I absolutely loved what I 

did. It challenged me every day.  Always something new.  

But of course, when the opportunity presented itself, I 

wanted it in the worst way. It gave me that weird scared 

feeling. Maybe I wouldn’t be a good leader. Maybe it would 

be too much for me. Maybe I’ll miss not being down in the 

dirty details every day.  It was a good, healthy fear though, 

the kind that keeps you on your toes and makes you want to 

push past the unknowns to the next level.  

I still struggle with letting go of solving problems for my 

team or giving too much feedback on how I would fix an 

issue or approach a project.  I know there’s more than one 

way to do something and my way isn’t the only way. I don’t 

want to always provide the guidelines or template for a 

solution or dictate an approach.  I try to give my team 

members the space to come up with their own answers.  But 



46

I still have to rein myself in from time to time; the problem 

solver in me sneaks back out.  I haven’t been able to cure 

myself yet!

 

A Woman-Centric Workforce

When I worked in insurance, my first boss was a woman. It 

was good for me, as a young woman just starting her 

professional career, to see another woman in a leadership 

position, even if she was in the minority. When I first started 

working here at Ann Inc. in Louisville, the local workforce 

was also largely male. I was the only female on the IT team 

for a while, but given that it was a supply chain/distribution 

environment, that’s not uncommon.  

Ann Inc. as an organization, however, is very di�erent. There 

are women in leadership roles throughout the company. I’m 

working with women every day — leading large global and 

cross-functional teams, running strategic projects, making 

tough decisions — who also lead their families at night and 

figure out a way to juggle it all. Being able to work beside 

them and learn from them every day is inspiring.  

I’m lucky to have a great partner on the business side with 

me at the Louisville Distribution Center. We have totally 

di�erent personalities and leadership styles. She’s the 

extrovert to my introvert. I am always thinking strategically 

about what’s next and how we can achieve our goals and 

deliver value — I want to make it all happen and sometimes 

too intensely!  She’s always open for a brainstorming session 

and a sanity check against my grand ideas. She helps me 

loosen and soften up a little and come out of my introvert 

shell. We have a respect and trust that enables us to give 

guidance without being critical of each other. 

My most recent leader was probably the best I’ve had, a 

once-in-a-lifetime talent — strategic and creative, thoughtful 

and smart, with a sharp wit.  I loved her sense of humor, 

which clicked with me instantly because I love sarcasm and 

laughing at work.  She had a logical, calm approach to 

problems and di�cult situations.  She listened and gave 

guidance in a way that always came across as positive, even 

with tough messages.  I don’t think I ever walked away after 

talking through an issue or obstacle that I didn’t feel better 

afterwards.  I learned so much from her by watching her 

operate in meetings, how she built 

relationships, and navigated the politics 

and di�cult situations.  

I’ve never looked for o�cial mentor-

ship. But I’ve worked with great leaders 

— both men and women. I like to take 

the positive approaches I’ve seen 

leaders employ and pull those into my 

portfolio of how to lead and manage. In 

the same way, I look at behaviors that 

don’t produce positive results and try 

not to repeat those actions.  You can 

learn valuable lessons from every leader 

and every style, both good and bad.  

In the end, the very best leaders care 

about their teams on a personal level. 

They engage you in conversation that 

isn’t always related to the work.  They know your families 

and your interests, and they realize those are priorities.  They 

take time to express thanks for jobs well done. They encour-

age learning and professional development. Showing an 

interest in your team as people will ensure they feel valued 

and engaged. 

Managing Globally

I lead a global team with people in Kentucky, New York, and 

Hong Kong that has responsibility for end-to-end supply 

chain systems, from product design through distribution to 

stores. Here in Kentucky, my team manages distribution, 

transportation, and international trade systems.  I also have a 

team managing corporate integration. I have a New 

York-based team that handles product development and 

sourcing systems. I have a Hong Kong team that supports 

our sourcing o�ce in Asia. 

Managing a globally distributed 
workforce can be tricky.… [But] I am 
in New York once or twice a month and 
in Hong Kong once a year.  With that 
personal interaction, we can grow and 
maintain our relationship virtually.



Managing a globally distributed workforce can be tricky. But 

through the magic of technology, we can be in very di�erent 

places and still have very productive, collaborative working 

relationships. For me, though, I like to establish the 

relationship in person. It helps to see someone’s body 

language, to match the inflection of their voice to the look on 

their face, to get to know them through lunch meetings or 

events after work.  So I am in New York once or twice a 

month and in Hong Kong once a year.  With that personal 

interaction, we can grow and maintain our relationship 

virtually. Once you have the relationship established and you 

are on the other end of a phone, you have a better feel for 

what you’re hearing and the intent behind the words.  

A Tall Order

Over the next 12 to 15 months, my team is working on several 

strategic, cross-functional projects with overlapping time 

lines.  With the Ascena Retail Group acquisition of Ann Inc., 

these integration projects are critical to the success of the 

transition, with supply chain being at the core.  

Ann Inc. is a very lean organization, so it’s quite the juggling 

act to keep all of these projects on schedule and on budget.  

Luckily I have a great team of smart, creative, and dedicated 

folks who are committed to success.  Most of them have 

been with Ann Inc. for 10 to 15 or more years, and we have 

been through many fires together.  It’s a team of world-class 

and consummate professionals.  Not only do they know their 

technology, but they also know our business inside and out.  

We are embedded with our business partners and have a 

strong functional knowledge of our processes.  Our business 

partners see us as an extension of them and want us sitting 

at the table for the strategic conversations.  I’m lucky and 

proud to be part of this team and all we have accomplished 

together.  

In one respect, the work we are doing now is bittersweet and 

personally di�cult to comprehend, as it will result in the 

closing of our Louisville Distribution Center.  In the 20 years 

since it opened, we have cultivated an amazing culture of 

teamwork and family that is second to none — all while 

delivering a value-added supply chain that is e�cient and 

flexible enough to meet the evolving and various needs of 

the Ann Inc. brands.  

But on the other hand, this work is also an exciting and 

challenging opportunity that will stretch our team and 

develop new skills.  We are getting to work with new 

teams at Ascena and building new relationships and 

networks.  

We are being exposed to new technology and supply chain 

processes.  It will allow us to again show just how well we 

collaborate and come together to deliver value and results to 

our organization.  And with this team, I have no doubt we will 

deliver!

When you lead a team, it’s important 
to let go of solving problems for the 
team or giving too much feedback on 
how you would approach a project.  
Remember that there’s more than one 
way to do something or solve a 
problem.

You don’t necessarily need an o�cial 
mentor. If you work with great leaders, 
you can observe the positive 
approaches they use and pull those 
into your own portfolio of how to lead 
and manage. In the same way, take 
note of behaviors that don’t produce 
positive results and try not to repeat 
those actions.  

Even if you manage a globally 
distributed workforce, you can still 
have productive, collaborative working 
relationships. Meet the people you 
work with in person whenever 
possible. Get to know their body 
language, the inflection of their voice. 
It will smooth communication channels 
later when you aren’t working 
face-to-face. 

TAKEAWAYS 

•

•

•
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Phyllis Post 

POSITION: Vice President and CIO, Global Human Health IT

COMPANY: Merck & Co. 

WORKS FROM: Singapore

PROFESSIONAL BACKGROUND: 

Since joining Merck in 1998, Phyllis Post has held positions 
both within the Research Information Technology division, 
supporting Merck’s Global Research Laboratories, and within 
the Corporate IT division, supporting the enterprise. Most 
recently, as the AP Client Services & IT Regional Center 
Leader, she provided regional leadership for both the IT 
Services Center and the IT business partnerships for the 
Commercial, Manufacturing, and R&D divisions. As Executive 
Director, Enterprise Capabilities & Solutions, she led an 
enterprise-focused IT organization responsible for delivering 
robust user-oriented global business solutions to support 
end-to-end operational business processes and drive business 
value. Prior to joining Merck, she worked for a variety of 
mid-tier typesetting and web development companies that 
were engaged primarily in the publication of financial, scientif-
ic, and medical and technical materials. 

EDUCATION: BA, Rutgers University—New Brunswick; MBA in 
Technology Management, University of Phoenix 

PERSONAL PASSIONS: Health and wellness, fitness, music, 
travel

THREE PERSPECTIVES 
FROM MERCK
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SETTING YOUR 
CAREER COMPASS
Being clear about your professional and personal goals can help you to get where you want to 
go—and to make that destination more meaningful.

When I talk to young women about their careers, the 
number-one piece of advice I have for them is this: Know 
what you want, and make those desires known. 

It’s unlikely that you’ll follow a straight path in reaching your 
goals; twists and turns are to be expected — and in many 
cases even welcome. But being clear about your aspirations 
— with yourself and with people who can help make them a 
reality — will enable you to realize them. No one is going to 
read your mind, and if you don’t speak up for yourself, you 
may be passed over when opportunities come along.

As I moved through the business ranks, my goal was to take 
on roles that allowed me to work directly with customers 
while also having an impact on strategy. Letting others know 
of this objective helped me to achieve it. 

Over the years, though, another goal became clear to me: I 
also wanted to use my skills and experience to improve 
people’s lives. And this turned out to be an extension of, 
rather than a detour from, my chosen career path. 

When the Business Outcome Has a Face

I started my career in a relatively analog business – the 
printing industry before the introduction of digital typeset-
ting. I was fortunate to be there during a period of dramatic 
change and consolidation, and that experience has served 
me well in my career as an IT leader. When I started in the 
industry, as an operations manager in the 1980s, I was 
working with cold type. By the time I left the business in the 
late 1990s, I was managing a di�erent business – digital 
typesetting & publishing services. It was business disruption 

up-close and personal, and having a front row seat for that 
kind of transformation proved invaluable in my career.

After 13 years in the printing industry, I was ready to move to 
a sector with better long-term growth and professional 
development prospects. But it couldn’t be just any industry. I 
wanted to work in a business where I could make a real 
di�erence in people’s lives. That desire led me to Merck and 
its IT organization—a place where, I discovered, my capabili-
ties could have the greatest impact. 

I was hired as an infrastructure planner, based on my project 
management experience in the typesetting business working 
with clients and overseeing production and customer 
service. Although my position at Merck as part of the 
information technology function was new territory for me, it 
was a natural transition from a capabilities standpoint.

But I admit that I was also a little concerned about moving 
into IT. In my prior experience, IT had been perceived as only 
a back-o�ce or support role. The people weren’t generally 
perceived as the types who would be directly business-fac-
ing and in relationship management roles, which is where I 
think my strengths are. Although I’d enjoyed dabbling in 
technology and getting involved in web and digital tools as 
they were introduced in the publishing industry, I’d really 
focused more on the business side, and I didn’t want to get 
away from that. I wanted to continue to work directly with 
customers and have an impact on strategy. As it turned out, 
though, that was exactly what I’ve been able to do in IT at 
Merck for the last eighteen years.



Learning to Love IT

Despite my concerns—not to mention some misgivings 

about working in a giant corporation, where I feared initia-

tives might get tangled up in bureaucratic red tape—I was 

excited by the chance to be part of a new mission. In the 

typesetting industry, I helped produce college and other 

educational textbooks, financial reports, and medical 

journals. But at a pharmaceutical company, my work could 

actually improve patients’ lives.

Infrastructure planning was a good entry point. I was 

working in a program management capacity that straddled 

the business and IT environments. In the beginning, I 

supported Merck’s research labs, then took a corporate role 

enabling new document management capabilities. 

I later moved back to R&D and much closer to 

nuts-and-bolts technology. We developed web applications, 

such as Merck’s first intranet portal. I was able to leverage 

the skills I had acquired in the printing industry, moving a 

legacy business into the digital age. After that, I took on an 

enterprise architecture role, establishing standardized 

processes, frameworks, and strategies. Then I returned to 

Corporate, running business management operations and 

enabling a new framework to support IT portfolio and 

program management. This opportunity allowed me to 

begin to integrate a “business orientation” to running IT. 

Transformation-as-a-Service

After Merck’s merger with Schering-Plough, I was again 

partnered with R&D, but with an increasing focus on enter-

prise orientation in support of the business – an initiative that 

would later become part of an integrated enterprise IT 

group. Here, we took many of the elements that had previ-

ously been successful in enabling the company – like collabo-

ration, portfolio, and program management capabilities—and 

integrated them in a way that would be leverageable beyond 

divisional borders. The increasing success of enabling this 

“enterprise IT”, as part of a larger IT transformation, was a 

validation of the strategies I had worked on up to that time. 

As our IT transformation program continued to evolve and 

we began to execute on establishment of a three-hub model, 

I continued to play an active role in driving our transforma-

tion. I was able to take the small IT center that we had 

previously established in Singapore and develop the strate-

gy, operating model, and execution plan to turn it into a 

global, IT innovation center.  

Five months later, I was asked to become the CIO for Global 

Human Health, the division responsible for global commercial 

sales and marketing.  Because I had been clear to myself and 

my managers about where I wanted my career to go during 

my 18 years at Merck, I had the opportunity to be considered 

for this divisional CIO role. And because I had been open to 

opportunities to move and learn, I had amassed a broad 

array of experiences that would prepare me for this role.  

These experiences included not only building traditional IT 

professional skills, but also gaining a strong and unwavering 

focus on business outcomes and customer engagement.

My group oversees the technology to support a global 

business organization that operates in 120 countries – 70 of 

which are places where we have an internal IT footprint. 

Over the years I’ve learned how to execute large, complex 
change programs. I’ve learned how to identify, design and 
build a strategy, get people excited about the 
transformation, and then execute it – whether it be moving 
a typesetting business from cold type to digital or 
introducing innovative new systems to support our global 
sales professionals in the field.

Ultimately, leadership is a choice. You have to step into the 
role and understand that you’re not just pulling things 
through, but enabling and supporting the larger 
organization to achieve its goals. You can’t be a dictator. 
Yet you can’t just sit back and expect change to happen on 
its own. You have to serve as coach, as mentor, and 
sometimes even as parent to the members of your team in 
order to get the best out of them.

Preparing for leadership at this level was something that 
had to be developed and nurtured with intent.  Earlier in 
my career, I was much more impatient and probably didn’t 
see the criticality of being an active coach or mentor. But 
over time I have evolved and matured to see how all of 
these aspects are crucial to not only my success but more 
importantly to that of the team and organization. 

I’ve also learned that authenticity is critical. If you can 
operate honestly and transparently, you’ll get the most out 
of your organization and achieve your mutual goals and 
objectives. In parallel, authenticity enables you to build the 
kind of trust and credibility with your business partners 
that is required to push into new areas and enable new 
strategies.
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When starting out in your career, 
decide what your long-term goals are 
and let people know about them—es-
pecially people in a position to help 
you reach those goals.

By staying the course and taking on 
jobs that further your career intentions, 
you not only collect a range of experi-
ences but also a range of business 
relationships that will help you contin-
ue to grow. 

Leadership is a choice, aimed at sup-
porting the larger organization to 
achieve its goals. But you can’t do it 
alone; you have to coach and mentor 
your people so that they are able to 
carry out that mission.

TAKEAWAYS 

•

•

•

When I took the role, IT was still largely viewed as a service 

provider, rather than a partner. My goal was to transform 

that relationship and bring the value to the business that I 

knew IT could deliver. This would require not only building 

the right relationship with our business colleagues but also 

enabling a true business orientation across our global 

IT team.

The organization was also still working to get a seat at the 

strategy table in many of the markets and regions. This 

meant that IT did not have full visibility into what was going 

on with the business in some areas and where we could best 

add value. It also meant that IT was limited in its ability to 

optimize capabilities and services across the globe in a way 

that would enable true di�erentiation. To earn that seat at 

the table, we focused on three tasks that would further 

business goals: 1) ensuring that the “basics” were working, 

and that we were working with our users to improve the 

experience;  2) proactively partnering with our business 

users to define, design, and deliver new and innovative 

solutions that would enable improved business di�erentia-

tion; and 3) changing the discussion from a technology-ori-

ented dialogue to one that focused on outcomes, customer 

experience, and data-driven insights that led to the “right” 

solutions.  

This focus allowed us to recognize the importance of quickly 

enabling integrated and digitized customer engagement 

capabilities that would facilitate an engaging, frictionless 

experience for customers moving from o�ine to online. The 

business environment is incredibly competitive—in terms of 

access, impact, and customer value. It’s no longer enough to 

just have products that have proven clinical and scientific 

value; we have to meet and exceed customer expectations. 

Truly impactful and integrated customer engagement is 

critical, and it o�ers a big opportunity for di�erentiation in 

the market. As such, our goal has been to accelerate capabil-

ities in this area so that we can get the right data and 

capabilities to the right people at the right time.

My business-results oriented IT background has helped me 

to proactively engage with our business partners and to 

understand both the business users’—and the custom-

ers’—needs. As a result, my team and I have been able to 

build a good relationship and partnership with the business 

and implement enhanced capabilities to support business 

goals and strategy.

My original career goal of working in strategic, customer-fac-

ing roles had taken me to a function that I hadn’t anticipated. 

But by being clear about my aspirations, I have been able to 

both realize my goals and extend them to encompass a 

business mission of bettering people’s lives. And that has 

made my career not only professionally satisfying but also 

emotionally gratifying. 

No one is going to read 
your mind, and if you don’t 
speak up for yourself, you 
may get passed over when 
opportunities come along.
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Sumeet Bagga

POSITION: Executive Director, IT Planning & Innovation and 

Divestitures, Mergers & Acquisitions

COMPANY: Merck & Co.

WORKS FROM: Branchburg, NJ

PROFESSIONAL BACKGROUND: 

Known as an executive who blends strong leadership and 

technical skills with e�ectiveness in program and people 

management, Sumeet Bagga has held a variety of positions 

during her 19 years at Merck. Besides her current responsibili-

ties in IT planning and innovation and in divestitures, mergers, 

and acquisitions, she has experience in information manage-

ment and analytics, in R&D-IT integration, and particularly in 

all phases of the clinical development life cycle. She began her 

career as a software engineer at General Dynamics and then 

at Bell Communications Research.

EDUCATION:

MS, Computer Science, Brown University; BS, Mathematics 

and Computer Science (Double Major), Clarion University of 

Pennsylvania

PERSONAL PASSIONS:

Spending time with the family, hiking, and baking

THREE PERSPECTIVES 
FROM MERCK
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STRATEGIES FOR 
CREATING POSITIVE 
BUSINESS IMPACT
A seasoned IT executive describes the satisfaction of seeing her work directly contribute 
to business success and o�ers some lessons on how to make that happen.

I grew up in a very traditional Indian household, in which you 

either become an engineer or you become a scientist. My 

father has a doctorate in mathematics and my mother has a 

master’s in the same. I went that route as well, studying math 

and science and considering medical school. I took a 

computer science class early on—programming in 

Pascal—and I loved it. When the dean pointed out that there 

was a scholarship available to me as a computer science 

major, I decided to pursue it further.

My first job, while I was also pursuing my master’s degree in 

computer science at Brown University, was as an associate 

software engineer, programming systems for the Trident 

submarine program at General Dynamics. It was pretty 

exciting developing systems for monitoring sound underwa-

ter. But defense projects take so long that I became frustrat-

ed by not being able to see the e�ects of the work I was 

doing. I needed to see the end result. I have since sought out 

jobs where the results of my work on the world around me 

were more tangible.

A Bigger Impact

After graduate school, I got married, moved to New Jersey, 

and got a job in software engineering at Bellcore, developing 

code to generate code, which was thrilling to me. We were 

developing a data model that would generate code 

automatically, which was completely new. 

In 1997, Merck was beginning to set up a new clinical 

information system. They recruited me, and I jumped at the 

opportunity. The minute I walked through the door, the 

sense of purpose here was palpable. People were here for 

the patients, from the scientists in the labs to the developers 

on the ground. I helped create the software to capture data 

from clinical trials that at the end of the day would help 

people. I could clearly see my impact. I was passionate about 

it, and that passion has kept me here for 19 years

   

Along the way, I’ve found myself drawn to working with and 

directing people in teams. Over time, my management and 

leadership responsibilities have grown, but the main motiva-

tor for me has been the chance to do work that makes a 

di�erence. I have never cared about my title or my o�ce. As 

long as I’m adding value, I’m happy.

Integration as a Service

When Merck was finishing up its integration with Schering 

Plough in 2012, I joined the Consumer Care IT division 

supporting architecture, information management, and 

business development. I was actively involved when Merck 
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decided to divest the division to Bayer. And that’s how my 

current position—leading IT divestitures, mergers, and 

acquisitions—came to be. The leadership team here 

knew that this potentially could be an important part 

of Merck’s strategy, and it would be valuable to set up 

a center of excellence to handle the IT aspects of 

integrations and divestitures. 

IT systems are usually the last thing on people’s minds when 

they’re planning an acquisition or divestiture. But if you don’t 

get ahead of the IT issues, you put the organization at risk. 

And we’re making progress in this area. For example, we are 

helping the business side understand that, when a decision 

to acquire or divest has been made, decisions about what 

systems and processes will stay need to be made long 

before Day One. We have to develop a coherent plan for  

fully integrating people, processes, and technology into one. 

This can be a lengthy process – it can take as long as three 

years for even a small acquisition – and you won’t be 

successful unless you have identified where you want to be 

at the end of it and have laid out a plan for getting there. 

I had a group of people assigned to work on the IT transac-

tion when we divested the Consumer Care division. So when 

Merck decided to acquire Cubist in 2014, I thought I could 

leverage the same team for this transaction.  Unfortunately, 

the resources were no longer available, and I was going to 

have to start over from scratch. I knew that would not be a 

sustainable approach long term.

That’s when I came up with the idea of a National Guard-like 

IT team for all mergers, acquisitions, and divestitures.  I now 

have a group of 40 IT professionals at the ready when a 

transaction hits. They have a back-up strategy in place to 

cover their day jobs while they are mobilized to work on the 

merger, acquisition, or divesture. In the past, we’d get 

whoever was available on the bench and had to reinvent the 

wheel every time. We were able to kick o� the program in 

late 2015. Now underway, we conduct quarterly conditioning 

sessions to make sure the members of the team, who have 

skills and capabilities that span the IT organizations, are 

ready and available when we need them.

The Importance of Being Networked

Another part of my job that I love is mentoring IT profession-

als. People often approach me when they’re at a place where 

they feel they can’t move forward, and I am happy to give 

guidance. I particularly enjoy 

mentoring young people and 

getting their fresh perspec-

tives coming into the organi-

zation.

One of the key pieces of 

advice I have: Remember, it’s 

all about your network.

Indeed, it has been a strong 

network that has provided 

opportunities for me to learn 

and grow across the organiza-

tion and has been perhaps the 

single greatest factor in my 

career success. 

I have led teams of hundreds 

of people in the past. Today, I have three direct reports, but 

my influence has never been greater. This requires working 

with people and parts of the organization that don’t report 

to me at all. I need to create and nurture relationships with 

Technology Operations, R&D, Manufacturing, Sales and 

Marketing, for example.  The only way I get things done is 

through them. 

What I’ve learned is that everything you want to accomplish, 

even as an individual, requires you to collaborate with others. 

I love programming, but I never saw it as a solo pursuit. I’ve 

always enjoyed working and collaborating with people. I’ll 

sometimes send out a meeting request to brainstorm 

IT systems are usually the last thing on 
people’s minds when they’re planning an 
acquisition or divestiture. But if you don’t 
get ahead of the IT issues, you put the 
organization at risk.



The e�ective integration or de-integra-
tion of IT systems  as part of a merger 
or divestiture is crucially important but 
often overlooked. A dedicated team 
with expertise in this task and ready to 
mobilize when a transaction occurs 
can help ensure success.

When mentoring people in your organ-
ization, be sure they understand the 
importance of building a network. 
Time and again in their careers they’ll 
need the support of people and parts 
of the organization who don’t report to 
them. Having created and nurtured 
relationships across the enterprise will 
make it easier to get things done 
through those people. 

People working at a big company 
often feel that they can’t have much of 
a positive impact when the organiza-
tion is so large. A strong network 
allows you to amplify your influence.

TAKEAWAYS 

•

•

•

solutions to a problem and people will tell me, “You don’t 

have to do that.” But I want to.

Interestingly, that advice is relevant not just to someone’s 

individual career success but to the success of the business. 

One of the biggest concerns I hear from the people who 

come to me is that they feel like they can’t make a real 

impact at such a big organization. The best advice I can give 

them—or anyone else in the organization—is to constantly 

work to improve the quality of their network.

I help them see that unless they are able to reach out to 

people and understand what others do, they may never even 

know or imagine the kind of impact they can have. I find that 

a lot of people are stuck in their silos. My approach has 

always been to reach out. Just because you’re working in 

R&D IT doesn’t mean you can’t introduce yourself to people 

in manufacturing and supply chain. Making those kinds of 

connections has been critical for me. 

These days, my biggest challenge is to make sure that the 

people around me share the same vision and are working 

toward a common goal. I think it helps that I’m very honest 

and transparent. I have a lousy poker face. What you see is 

what you get. My success depends on surrounding myself 

with talented people and giving them wings to fly. I’m 

available to support and guide them and recognize them for 

their accomplishments. The magnitude of your impact is 

directly correlated to the quality of the people with which 

you surround yourself. I can’t do anything by myself. 
I helped create the 

software to capture data 

for clinical trials that at 

the end of the day would 

help people. I could 

clearly see my impact. I 

was passionate about it, 

and that passion has kept 

me here for 19 years. 
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Randie Schlamowitz  

POSITION: Executive Director, Global Operations 

Management/Global Support Center and Platform Strategist 

COMPANY: Merck & Co. 

WORKS FROM: Branchburg, NJ 

PROFESSIONAL BACKGROUND: 

Randie currently leads the Global Operations Management 

and Global Support Center within Merck’s Global Technology 

Operations division.  She also is the co-lead of platform 

strategy for Merck.  Prior to joining Merck, Randie held various 

positions at AT&T and Bell Labs. In those roles she led a 

number of Centers of Excellence, as well as the team that 

launched the first internet platform for AT&T Business 

customer self-service, which reduced costs and increased 

customer loyalty.

EDUCATION:

BA in Psychology, Stony Brook University; MS in 

Industrial/Organizational Psychology, Stevens Institute 

of Technology

PERSONAL PASSIONS:

Randie enjoys spending time with her family, biking, and 

gardening. She recently started playing golf.

THREE PERSPECTIVES 
FROM MERCK



CHOOSING 
CHANGE
An IT leader with concurrent run-the-business and change-the-business responsibilities has 
found that embracing change benefits not only the organization but also one’s own career. 

“Change is the only constant in life.”

 - Greek Philosopher Heraclitus

Three years ago, we launched a new IT strategy that brought 

many changes to our organization. 

As a result, our footprint is more global than in the past, with 

IT hubs in New Jersey, Singapore, and Prague that ensure we 

have a seamless 24/7 follow-the-sun operations model and a 

global software delivery capability.  Our software engineer-

ing and operations teams are embracing DevOps tools and 

processes as a way to develop and deliver new capabilities 

more quickly.  We have launched a Platform Strategy that 

enables our company to leverage enterprise solutions.  And 

we have shifted from a more process-centric orientation to 

one that is more data-centric, in order to meet the evolving 

needs of our clients.

This kind of change can be overwhelming for people.  But I 

have found that change represents opportunity. In fact, 

developing an ability to embrace change has helped me to 

grow and advance professionally and personally. 

For example, through periods of change, I’ve had the 

opportunity to leverage the latest and greatest technology 

trends and build new capabilities that have helped di�erenti-

ate Merck’s products or market position. I’ve had the oppor-

tunity to modernize and refresh existing technologies and 

build e�ciencies that resulted in higher productivity and 

lower costs. As I often tell my team and my colleagues, 

embracing change e�ectively is necessary to advance the 

goals of the organization. It also has, as I’ve learned, the 

personal benefit of contributing to your career success. 

Change at the Foundational Level

The organization I lead today oversees our global IT opera-

tions management function across infrastructure, network, 

and applications.  We are also responsible for our global 

support center (help desk).  We employ industry-standard 

best practices for systems development lifecycle (SDLC), 

and various IT Infrastructure Library (ITIL) disciplines 

including service management, change and release manage-

ment, and problem management to support our programs 

with IT excellence and rock-solid operations. 

This is a critical foundation for our company, but my team is 

working to improve our operational activities by leveraging 

industry best practices and innovation. For example, we 

are working to develop and release IT process automation and 

self-service capabilities to improve employee productivity and 

business e�ectiveness. This helps ensure a higher level of IT 

operations performance for current and future capabilities.
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In other words, we are constantly changing and evolving.  

As a leader, I am working with my team to identify and 

pursue areas that will help us to improve our e�ectiveness 

and e�ciency – so that we can focus on bringing new 

capabilities to market that di�erentiate our company.

Change at the Strategic Level

Aside from leading Global Operations Management, I also 

co-lead a key strategic initiative for the IT organization and 

our company.  For the past two years, we have been 

planning and delivering our IT platform strategy.  This 

strategy is one component of our larger overall IT strategy, 

reshaping how we will deliver value to Merck. The intent is to 

enable the company to leverage enterprise solutions (rather 

than point solutions) while shifting from a process-centric to 

a data-centric model. During the first year of this journey, our 

focus was on defining the strategy. Now that we are in our 

second year, our focus is on the realization of that strategy.  

This realization requires changes in the way we think about 

investment, about processes, and about the way we work 

together.

Managing Change

Being an IT leader is always an exciting role – but particularly 

during times of significant change. In my case, it means I 

have the pleasure of being on the front lines of implementing 

a major strategic initiative while at the same time running 

and transforming IT operations. 

Over my career at Merck, AT&T, and Bell Labs, I have found 

that it is critical to surround myself with experts whenever 

possible. Technology is increasingly complex and is changing 

too quickly for any one person 

to master. Building and 

empowering a team of experts 

who are committed to positive 

change is the foundation for 

value delivery. And delivering 

value is the foundation for 

professional and personal 

success.

I’ve become comfortable 

saying things like: “I don’t know 

the answer – what do you 

think? What do we need to 

know? Who should we talk 

with? Tell me about how you 

I strive to build great teams that are 
knowledgeable, inclusive, collaborative, 
and welcoming of new ideas. When 
things go well, there is a sense of 
ownership and engagement.

For us, platforms can be viewed as the e�ective response 

to shrinking returns on assets and the relentless pursuit of 

productivity.  They o�er other benefits, of course. But a 

main goal of Merck’s platform strategy is to exploit every 

last ounce of value from every investment we make.   

Platforms are intended to drive out point solutions, help 

reduce costs of running IT applications, drive down the 

cost of delivering new solutions, and enable innovation by 

leveraging the use of APIs for internal and external contri-

butions. In developing our own platform strategy, we have 

learned from how platform-based companies are able to 

create new business models based on a platform economy.  

At Merck, we will continue to evolve our platform strategy 

and operations function in order to contribute to and 

benefit from such an economy.

The Future is… Platforms 
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The job of a leader is to clarify 
your team’s vision and direction, 
while providing the minimum 
guidance necessary. 

Embracing change means building 
new capabilities while improving 
and economizing existing 
operations.

As a leader in IT, you can’t enact 
change on your own. Rather, build 
and empower teams who will drive 
initiatives forward.

TAKEAWAYS 

•

•

•

might approach this problem…or opportunity.” Then, I listen, 

discuss, engage, collaborate, and create.  When the team is 

integrally engaged as stakeholders in our mission, success 

matters to them. Work is no longer a series of tasks or 

project milestones. Instead, each team member knows the 

satisfaction of contributing value that moves us closer to 

our destination. 

I find that listening is a foundation for learning and new 

thinking.  My job is to bring clarity of vision and direction, 

while providing only the minimum amount of guidance 

necessary. I strive to build great teams that are knowledgea-

ble, inclusive, collaborative, and welcoming of new ideas. 

When things go well, there is a sense of ownership and 

engagement, and my role becomes focused on building 

relationships, clearing obstacles, and supporting my team.

As I’ve learned, to be an e�ective IT leader, you must 

embrace change while bringing clarity and consensus to 

your vision and objectives. You must build new capabilities 

while improving and economizing existing operations. You 

must build and empower teams who will drive initiatives 

forward. The foundation of my leadership style is to encour-

age everyone on the team to share their thoughts and ideas, 

to listen carefully, to develop the path forward, and to 

remove barriers to deliver the capabilities that our company 

requires – and to do that amid constant change. It’s a role 

that I wouldn’t, well, change for all the world. 

I’ve become comfortable 

saying things like: “I don’t 

know the answer – what 

do you think? What do we 

need to know? Who 

should we talk with? Tell 

me about how you might 

approach this problem…or 

opportunity.” 
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(Lauder Institute); BS in Economics and Russian Area Studies, 
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TRANSFORMATION 
ON A GLOBAL SCALE 
An overhaul of the World Bank’s IT function gave the group a central role in helping the Bank realize 
its dual mission of alleviating poverty and creating shared prosperity globally.

Necessity may be the mother of invention, but it’s people 
that make it happen. For an IT organization to help transform 
an institution, the individuals in the technology group need 
to make a concerted e�ort to look beyond their jobs in order 
to understand the needs, struggles, and goals of the 
business. Only by doing so will they be able to create and 
bring to the table new technology-enabled solutions.

When I became CIO of the World Bank Group, my job was to 
figure out how we could strategically apply technology to 
either grow the business or make it run better. At that time, 
though, very few of our IT sta� members understood the 
business. And only a handful could tell you the mission of the 
Bank, what we call our twin goals: to alleviate poverty and 
create shared prosperity. 

I was intimately familiar with those goals, having come to the 
CIO role from the operations group. That was a beneficial 
perspective for me to have, putting me in a unique position 
to be a bridge between the business and the technology 
function. But I could not do that alone. I needed a team that 
could connect the needs of the business with new technolo-
gy solutions and processes. 

In the four and a half years I served as the World Bank Group 
CIO, our IT organization created a solid relationship with the 
business. Because everyone in IT began to live and breathe 
the mission of the bank, we were able to quietly lead from 
behind and bring solutions to problems the business didn’t 
even know it had. We created a standardized technology 

foundation in what was a largely decentralized business. We 
brought new people and new ways of thinking into what had 
been an insular IT group. We forged relationships with 
technology vendors and startups and got more creative in 
our solutions. And that’s just the beginning of what IT can 
accomplish at the Bank.

Building a Foundation for Change

For years, the World Bank Group IT department had been 
decentralized. We needed to consolidate the operations into 
one central IT function, in order to create a foundation for 
what we wanted to accomplish with new technology 
solutions. 

But we didn’t start with standardization. In fact, we decided 
not to change anything right away. The first step was simply 
to bring everyone from the five di�erent subsidiaries 
together. We started to manage the various systems in a 
more holistic way. Even that was a challenge because two 
groups may have been using the same technology but 
managing it very di�erently.

Once we got everybody together, a process that took more 
than two years, it was easier to see what we might want to 
accomplish. It was then that we created our IT strategy for 
standardizing around common processes and technology.   

A great example of what we did is our CRM system. Di�erent 
operations around the world were using the same CRM 
system, but employing di�erent business processes. So we 
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looked at what everyone was trying to accomplish and 
created more standardized processes for everyone. Over the 
next couple of years, there will be more of this, which should 
result in cost savings.

The ROI of Diversity

As part of the new technology strategy, we developed a new 
sta�ng plan that created positions for the new technologies 
we were going to support and eliminated the positions that 
were redundant and/or supported technologies that were 
being decommissioned. 

We had 80 new positions to fill. We took a step back to look 
at how we were sta ed at the time and what new types of 

people we might want to hire. The bank is a unique organiza-
tion. We serve 189 member countries! And at an enterprise 
level, we attempt as much as possible to reflect that tremen-
dous diversity in our sta�ng. But that wasn’t true in the IT 
organization. We realized that we needed to focus on 
diversifying the team. As a result, my management team 
agreed that half our new hires should be women and 12.5% 
ought to be from Sub-Saharan Africa or the Caribbean. 

We have had great success with this approach. It may have 

taken us a little while longer to fill some positions, but our 

sta  is becoming more diverse. We have 1,200 people 

working in IT, and change takes time—but we really started

to see a di erence.

The younger sta  members we hired, for example, are able 

to bring new ideas to the table. They’re more curious and 

open to new solutions than some of our more tenured 

employees. For example, a year and a half ago, our team told 

me that our storage contract was up and they wanted to 

sign a new, very expensive five-year contract with the 

existing vendor. They didn’t see the value of putting that 
contract out for bid. They were comfortable with their 
high-end storage solution. 

Ultimately, we did an RFP and signed a deal with a new 
vendor. That new technology and those new relationships 
are changing the way we think about storage, not just from a 
cost perspective, but from an access and a speed perspec-
tive. And the team is so excited.  Both the older and newer 
members are talking about what they might tackle next that 
we hadn’t been able to accomplish in the past. A combina-
tion of new technology and a few new faces has changed 
how we think and operate.

To Innovate, First You Must Understand

Today, the IT organization actually under-
stands what it takes for the bank to operate. 
They see what it takes for a task team leader 
in Ulan Bator to do his or her job and they’re 
beginning to ask themselves how they 
might do things di erently. 

There is an operations portal, for example, 
that a task team leader must use to produce 
a country project review every six months. 
The report used to have 800 fields, and task 
leaders had to toggle back and forth 
between our ERP system and the portal to 
enter the information. 

Because our teams had gotten to know the business process 
and what the task team leaders were trying to accomplish, 
they knew that many of those 800 fields weren’t needed. 
They suggested removing 500 of them and created a much 
more e�cient work flow for the task team leaders. It’s been
a massive success. We made similar changes to many 
standardized reports. Those kinds of things couldn’t have 
happened had the technology teams remained the 
technology teams, and the business teams remained the 
business teams. 

Digital Starts with Data

When I arrived, the World Bank did not have much in the 

way of data governance.  I suggested that we create a data 

council and agree on the terms we were using to define 

things so that we might make better use of the data we were 

collecting. And as we started to think about how we might 

use digital technology to drive our mission, we realized that 

the same problem we were encountering in the central IT 

group was happening at the operational level as well. Each of 

our 189 member countries gathered economic information 

We serve 189 member countries! And at 
an enterprise level, we attempt as much 
as possible to reflect that tremendous 
diversity in our sta�ng. But that wasn’t 
true in the IT organization.
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di�erently and defined data in its own way.

The data council that was created has a pillar that defines 

data for operations and a pillar that defines data for develop-

ment. This has created a foundation for digital transforma-

tion. We have a sta� of incredibly well-educated economists, 

but they weren’t terribly tech savvy. Once we were able to 

have these conversations about data, however, it opened 

their eyes to the technological possibilities. And we brought 

in some younger IT professionals who began to show them 

the really interesting things they could begin to do with data. 

For example, in order to achieve our twin goals of alleviating 

poverty by 2030 and creating sustained shared prosperity, 

we need to be able to measure these metrics. But not every 

country can a�ord to conduct a household survey at least 

every other year in order to assess its economic progress. In 

fact, there were about 75 that couldn’t – and it would take 

hundreds of millions of dollars in World Bank loans to those 

countries to fund the surveys. 

So we had to get creative. Pakistan, for example, had a very 

robust annual survey process. We know more about its 

income distribution than any other country in the region. So 

we took high-resolution satellite imagery in Pakistan, 

compared that geospatial view with what we knew about 

income distribution, and found that the information was 

tightly coupled. We could then take high-resolution satellite 

images from Sri Lanka, which could not a�ord the survey, 

and make some accurate assumptions about income 

distribution. We worked on that project with Orbital Insights, 

a Silicon Valley startup.

Venturing to Silicon Valley

Orbital Insights is just one of our startup partners. Before 

becoming CIO, I had worked closely with venture capital 

firms and invested in new technology for emerging markets.  

For me, it’s a natural instinct to want to keep on top of 

what’s going on in Silicon Valley. 

The first startup we worked with was Box.org, which 

provides nonprofits with world-class technology tools 

that can help them innovate and fulfill their mission. 

Following that, we brought in lots of interesting pieces 

of new technology. 

The template for country 
reports used to have 800 
fields, and task leaders 
had to toggle back and 
forth between our ERP 
system and the portal to 
enter the information. Our 
team, because people 
knew the business, was 
able to suggest removing 
500 of those fields. 

Meeting Millennials Where They Are

The World Bank Group has been built by people like me: 
lifetime employees who were drawn to the mission early on 
in their careers and never left. And we’re an important part 
of the organization. But to continue to innovate, we need 
to attract younger workers who take an entirely di�erent 
approach to their career. I have a fabulous data scientist 
who helped us figure out how to use drone technology to 
get a better idea of the situation on the ground in the 
Balkans. He did some great work with us for eighteen 
months, and then he wanted to leave to see what he could 
accomplish elsewhere. Many of his peers are the same way.

We as an organization have to be able to bring young 
talent in, learn from them, and be able to let them go. 

That’s not something we do very well. Our culture is built 
around doing your time as a junior member of the group 
and working your way up to do bigger things. We’ve got to 
change our approach, because that’s not the way Millenni-
als operate. They want to contribute right away and may 
only stay for a short time.

We’re trying to change our approach within IT. One way 
we’re starting to do that is by forging partnerships with 
local universities. We bring students in to work with us for a 
summer or for another internship period. They help us 
evaluate and incorporate new technology to support our 
mission, and then we send them back out into the world.
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Our cloud-first strategy made a connection with Silicon 

Valley, the epicenter of new technology, even more impor-

tant. We needed to know what the latest and greatest 

advancement was for Amazon Web Services or Azure. I 

don’t know how you stay on top of the quickly evolving 

technology landscape otherwise. I would take interested 

members of my sta� with me every time I traveled out West, 

and they shared what they learned when they returned. 

Having established that foothold in the Valley,  startups and 

VCs began coming to us with technology they thought 

might have value for the bank. They would ask us what 

problems we were trying to solve. The CEO of a startup 

partner would share his or her development path with us and 

we would share our strategic plans with the CEO, so we 

could innovate together. There’s a willingness on the part of 

many small or startup companies to co-develop products. 

They share our  excitement—and I mean the World Bank IT 

function, as well as the organization as a whole—about our 

mission to make the world a better place.

 

For an IT function to really help the 
business, it has to understand the 
business, living and breathing the 
organization’s mission. When that 
happens, IT can o�er solutions to 
problems that the business doesn’t 
even know it has. 

One way that IT can help a sprawling 
multinational organization is to bring 
consistency to the way data is gath-
ered and defined. This creates oppor-
tunities for all kinds of creative new 
uses for that data. 

Really understanding the di�erent job 
expectations of Millennials means 
changing your expectations of them. 
Sometimes you have to be willing to 
benefit from what young employees 
have to o�er over the course of a year 
or two, then wish them well in their 
next endeavor.

TAKEAWAYS 

•

•

•

We didn’t start with standardization. In fact, we decided not 
to change anything right away. The first step was simply to bring 
everyone from the five di�erent subsidiaries together. 

64

From what I’ve seen, I believe that the digital divide is 

getting bigger, not smaller. I hear people say that the 

Internet of Things is going to fix everything. And I say, 

“Well, what about Africa? You can’t support the Internet 

of Things on a 2G network.”

The World Bank has a huge responsibility, and historically 

we haven’t been good about including technology in our 

solutions. One of the things I try to do is make sure 

technology is always a part of the conversation. 

I’m fascinated by blockchain, for example. The way that 

technology is able to prove a chain of custody and 

eliminate the middleman in transactions could be a game 

changer for our financial advisory groups. That’s one 

technology the bank is beginning to examine, although 

we haven’t made any investments yet. 

Emerging Technology for 
Emerging Economies
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Michelle McKenna-Doyle joined the National Football League 

in 2012 as senior vice president and its first CIO. She is 

responsible for the NFL’s technology strategy, shared service 
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ogy activities. Previously, she was CIO at Constellation 
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Properties, and was a vice president of IT at the Walt Disney 
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PERSONAL PASSIONS:

McKenna-Doyle has deep football roots, and her love for the 

game began at an early age. Her brother played college 

football at the University of Alabama, and her father hoped 

she would go there as well — but after meeting Auburn 
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and tutored, among others, Bo Jackson during his time as a 

star football and baseball player at the school.
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THREE NEW 
JOBS FOR THE CIO 
Every CIO knows the job today requires a business as well as a technology focus. But the first CIO 
of America’s National Football League has identified three specific – and somewhat surprising – 
aspects of that expanded role. That means changes not only in her job but in the NFL, as well. 

As digital transformations sweep the business world, CIOs 

are in an increasingly high-profile role. Their first-hand 

knowledge of digital technologies and their deep experience 

in IT management and implementation have made them 

invaluable members of the executive teams in enterprises 

successfully upgrading themselves to compete in the 

21st century. 

Technology, however, is simply the foundation for the 

required skills of digital transformation leaders. CIOs today 

must transform their own work from primarily running 

technology infrastructure and driving IT strategy to excelling 

in a number of additional roles—sales executive, R&D chief, 

and organizational development consultant. These new 

responsibilities are changing the nature of the CIO’s job.

The CIO as Sales Executive

Successful CIOs used to be exceptional managers, working 

inside the organization to develop and execute an e�cient 

and cutting-edge technology strategy. To lead a digital 

transformation, however, they also need to become excep-

tional sales executives, building relationships and influencing 

decision-makers inside and outside the organization.

When I joined the National Football League, or NFL, four 

years ago as its first CIO, the challenge and opportunity was 

working with a blank slate, defining what the position should 

be.  I was creating the job, having to sell to the organization 

my strategic value and why cooperation across the organiza-

tion was required for a successful digital transformation. It 

was important to discuss and explain how we are going to 

maintain our tradition while evolving the NFL to embrace 

digital capabilities.

During the first year of my tenure at the NFL, I dedicated a 

significant amount of time to establishing relationships and 

defining my role as a trusted advisor to all the heads of the 

lines of business. You can’t underestimate the e�ort and the 

importance of doing that, even when the CIO role is not new 

to the organization, as in my case. A new CIO must assess 

whether these kinds of relationships existed before and must 

forge them early—it’s so much easier to do it on the 

front-end than to try to fix it later. 

When you build relationships, when you listen to other 

executives, just like any good salesperson you should focus 

on uncovering and identifying the needs and requirements of 

the business, not on technology. The availability of a certain 

technology—and we see almost every day new and exciting 

tools and applications—does not mean it should be used 

when it does not answer a clearly identified challenge to the 

success of the organization. 
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It is also important, as all sales executives know, to first 

tackle a need that everyone agrees is important to the 

well-being of the organization. This is especially true in the 

case of digital transformation. As with any major change, you 

need to identify the things that everybody can rally around 

and execute them first, because that buys you credibility 

when you start to do things that may be more controversial 

and generate more resistance.

In our case, such a universally recognized need was players’ 

safety. We developed a video system that tracks and 

monitors players during the game to instantly recognize a 

play that could be potentially harmful to the player and 

triggers a decision to stop the game. In addition, we imple-

mented an electronic medical record system that makes 

players’ health information available 24 hours a day. In 

conjunction with that, we gathered data on injuries, to help 

us think about how to change the game, change the rules, 

change tackling techniques, and make other changes to 

ensure players’ safety.

When you lead a digital transformation, selling is not only an 

inside job. It is very satisfying for me and my sta� that we 

spend a lot of our time actually selling NFL sponsorships. The 

digital revolution means that what used to be a support 

function is now an important revenue-generating compo-

nent of the business. Talk about transformation! And this 

new external-facing role does not end when the sponsorship 

is signed, as the sponsors typically ask me to come and 

speak at their customer conferences. 

Part of being a CIO of the future is being comfortable in that 

role. You have to get out of the data center and become a 

spokesperson for your organization.

The CIO as R&D Chief 

Having established our credibility with some initial successes 

and our internal reputation as a trusted partner, we were 

invited to address a challenge that has been hanging over 

the NFL for years—communications between coaches and 

between coaches and players. To come up 

with the right solution, it turned out I had to 

add another new role for a CIO, that of 

product developer or, more generally, head 

of an R&D function. 

First, there was a lot of self-development 

for me and the IT sta�. I had to learn about 

communications technologies and 

issues—radio frequency, spectrum—that I 

did not have any experience with before. 

Then it turned out that we couldn’t follow 

the usual process for a CIO and the IT team 

of simply evaluating proposals from 

di�erent vendors and buy an o�-the-shelf 

solution that to meet our requirements. I 

had to prove to our management that it 

was necessary to develop the solution 

ourselves. It helped that we had experience 

with and data on the limitations of an 

o�-the-shelf communications system we had used for years 

to enable o�cials on the field to communicate with the 

central NFL o�ce. We knew we could not use something 

like that to allow ten coaches to talk to each other at the 

same time.

Like other CIOs, I’ve done custom development and built 

apps before, but this was di�erent—finding one component 

from one vendor and a second component from another and 

finding a manufacturer that could put all the components 

together to our specifications. Most important, we needed to 

architect the solution for the future, to allow us to proceed 

from a simple to a more complex system, adding capabilities 

A new CIO must assess whether these
kinds of relationships [with business
unit heads] existed before and must
forge them early—it’s so much easier
to do it on the front-end than to try
to fix it later.
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and incorporating future technologies. We started with only 

voice communications but made sure the solution will 

accommodate sending data back and forth in the future. 

The CIO as Organizational Development Consultant

Change management has always been the biggest challenge 

in the business of IT, and it is even more so when you 

introduce new digital processes and practices. The CIO 

leading a digital transformation must act as an organizational 

development consultant who is able to guide the team 

through an often di�cult change management process. 

You need to understand what the transformation means to 

di�erent constituencies and the best way to incorporate it 

within existing activities. 

My approach is to build consensus by involving everyone, 

adhering to complete and open communication, and 

ensuring that the process is fully transparent. You also need 

to start with pilot testing and continually make adjustments, 

so by the time you get to the implementation it’s not a huge 

leap for anyone. For example, we worked with Microsoft to 

introduce Surface tablets to the sidelines of the playing field, 

in order to digitize what before was paper-based play 

formation taken from still photographs. It was a big and 

uncomfortable change for people to give up the paper 

notebooks they have been using for years. 

The first year we introduced the tablets, half of the teams 

really embraced it and half stayed with the old way of doing 

things. We made improvements to the tablets—to make 

sure they were able to withstand extreme weather and 

being dropped or stepped on—and worked to improve 

connectivity, a challenge in stadiums where concrete 

and thousands of people using cell phones hinder 

good reception.

By the end of last season all the teams were using the 

tablets. Now we are trying to evolve them to the next stage, 

pushing video to the sidelines so that coaches can analyze 

the play in real-time and adjust strategy. Half the coaches 

want to do it and half think it will change the game too 

drastically, so we are testing it in the pre-season. We could 

have gone to video immediately on the tablet but we 

decided that in the first season we should just replicate the 

paper process and maybe just enhance it a bit. For example, 

instead of a static image, you could zoom in and see a 

particular player’s position, you could circle something that 

caught your eye and save it for analysis at half time.

If you test and give people a taste of the new solution 

and the new way of doing things, if you walk before you 

run, you increase your chances of achieving a successful 

change management process and a successful digital 

transformation.

A big part of this organizational development job is creating 

new types of jobs so people on your team can take on the 

new responsibilities required by the digital processes and 

activities. If you are a product developer, if you are engaged 

in R&D, you need in IT not just the traditional project manag-

ers but also product managers. We had app developers, QA 

people, project managers, business analysts—the typical 

sta�ng of an IT organization—but we needed people who 

could own the product and manage it. 

When I joined the NFL four years ago as its first CIO, the challenge 
and opportunity was working with a blank slate, defining what the 
position should be.
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Leading a digital transformation 
requires a CIO to become as much 
sales executive as technology 
expert. That means building 
relationships and influencing 
decision-makers inside - and 
outside - the organization.

As IT's credibility with the business 
grows, it can go beyond traditional 
IT solutions and develop an array of 
technology products that will 
benefit the business. 

Change management is a big part 
of a CIO's work in leading a digital 
transformation, and one key to 
success is giving people a taste of a 
new solution to whet their appetite 
before it is rolled out.  

TAKEAWAYS 

•

•

•

We also strengthened the concept of business relationship 

managers, that is, IT account managers who are embedded 

in the business lines. They work for me but they are very 

close to the lines of business and are very instrumental in 

identifying new digital needs. I know I’ve been successful in 

strengthening this role when it becomes hard to tell who 

these people work for! 

Another important aspect of the digital revolution requiring 

special attention and new responsibilities is cybersecurity. It’s 

a whole new frontier now. I hired a CISO, put in a new risk 

management program, partnered with a security operations 

firm to do monitoring for us, and instituted extensive training 

on internal threats. This was all done in close cooperation 

with the league’s internal security function, because the 

threats we face in our stadiums often hop from the digital 

world into the physical world. 

***

CIOs as change management experts, product developers, 

sales leaders and revenue generators. These are some of the 

new hats CIOs wear today, additions to their existing skill set 

and experiences. I’m on two public companies’ boards, and a 

common topic of discussion is how hard it is to find CIOs 

who really understand the digital revolution. 

Those who do and are able to successfully lead digital 

transformations acquire skills and expertise that prepare 

them for the next stage of their careers. Traditionally, the 

type of work a CIO does o�ers good training ground for 

taking on an expanded operations role in a company. But in 

conversations with a major executive search firm recently, I 

learned that they’re beginning to look for CEOs among the 

ranks of capable, digitally-savvy CIOs. 

If you are a CIO that is strategically positioned in an organi-

zation, someone who helps drive revenues, manage risk, and 

connect the dots across the whole company, you’re getting 

great training for a CEO position. The digital revolution not 

only transforms the enterprise, it can also transform your 

career trajectory.

A universally recognized 
need was players’ safety. 
We developed a video 
system that tracks and 
monitors players during 
the game to instantly 
recognize a play that 
could be potentially 
harmful to the player and 
triggers a decision to stop 
the game.
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COMPANY: NBC Universal

WORKS FROM: Los Angeles, CA

PROFESSIONAL BACKGROUND: 

Sylvia is a senior IT executive leader, with more than 20 years 
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tions characterized by strong customer focus and high 
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THE ART AND 
SCIENCE OF PERSONAL 
REINVENTION
An executive whose career began in academia has repeatedly transformed herself to arrive at 
today’s exciting role: the creation and management of a high-end, multi-industry software 
quality assurance function.

Almost everybody in my family has a doctorate. My father is 

a renowned scientist, and teaches solid-state physics and 

nanotechnologies. My mother, whose family boasts five 

generations of teachers, used to be a chemistry professor. It 

was almost pre-ordained that I would follow them into a 

career in academia. 

While I was pursuing my own Ph.D. in physics, however, I 

found myself doing a lot of computer programming—and I 

fell in love with everything about it. I realized that my passion 

was actually for the applied science of IT. 

I ultimately got my post-graduate degree from UCLA in 

physics/atmospheric sciences. My research work (in compu-

tational fluid dynamics numerical modeling) involved a lot of 

high-end computer programming. This research, which was 

funded by organizations such as NOAA, Cal Tech’s JPL, and 

the Navy’s O�ce of Naval Research, gave me an appetite for 

applying my skills in the real world rather than o� in an Ivory 

Tower. 

While still working for UCLA, I learned about this interesting 

field called management consulting, which at the time was 

recruiting professionals with various science backgrounds. 

So I applied to Ernst & Young and began using my particular 

kind of scientific skills to solving business problems.

Becoming a skilled technologist came relatively easily to me. 

Becoming an e�ective businesswoman—well, that was a 

journey. The corporate world was a completely di�erent 

universe than academia. But the challenges were accompa-

nied by the satisfaction of seeing my work make a di�erence 

in the business. 

Very early on, I discovered that I liked leading and develop-

ing people—perhaps it was the teaching gene I got from my 

parents. Within a few years, I was a full-blown manager, and 

from there the opportunities multiplied. Today, I’m the head 

of a 200-person organization dispersed around the globe, 

managing relationships with numerous partners and stake-

holders. 

Finding My Inner Mentor

Like any big change, becoming a management consultant 

was di�cult at first. But I’ve never gravitated toward the 

easy option. If there’s a fire somewhere, I want to jump in 

and fight it. And career challenges are the ultimate challeng-

es. I’m comfortable with the uncomfortable, and my intuition 

told me that this was the right field for me.
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The biggest di�erence between academia and the business 

world are the people skills that are required. In academia, 

you can thrive as a lone wolf. It’s just you and your sheet of 

paper. Sure, you have to be extremely intelligent, but you 

don’t necessarily have to deal with other people’s emotions.  

In the corporate environment, you have to find your place in 

the pack. You rely on others and others rely on you. You 

must be extremely responsive. Emotional intelligence is 

crucial. And as you move into the management ranks, people 

are relying on you for their salaries and their well-being.

The people side of things was the biggest challenge for me. 

Thankfully, as I said, I did inherit some of my parents’ “teach” 

skills. And when I dug deep, I also found a mentor in me. 

The switch from academia to management consulting, from 

being a technologist to a technology leader, required me to 

reinvent myself – and I’m glad I did!

The Science of Standing Up

My applied science skills get applied today in standing up 

centers of excellence. I’ve learned how to build and lead 

these very large hubs with large multi-million dollar budgets.  

It’s a skill I developed in management consulting and then 

brought to NBCUniversal when I joined four years ago to 

stand up a very large software testing organization.

I loved consulting, but I wanted to settle down and build 

something that I could grow and manage long term. Our job 

here is a crucial one. We conduct quality assurance for all of 

the software NBCUniversal builds and/or uses. We have a 

big universe of stakeholders—in Film, TV, News, Sports, 

Theme Parks—all of whom put their applications in our hands 

and trust us to ensure that they are reliable products. It’s a 

tall order, but an exciting role. 

 

And it’s demanded everything I’ve learned about leadership 

over the past 20 years. As I rose through the management 

ranks, I’ve been a student of leadership, reading books about 

or by everyone from Jack Welch to Angela Merkel. My goal 

has been to figure out the kind of 

leader I wanted to be.

One thing I’ve concluded is that you 

can’t even put a price on the value of 

listening to and motivating people. In a 

complicated environment like the one 

I’m in now, your organization is only as 

good as its weakest link. 

I’ve also learned the importance of 

staying true to my own moral compass. 

There are times when you will be 

pressured to do something that doesn’t 

feel right. Although I am a people 

pleaser by nature, when it comes to 

something I strongly believe in, I will 

never break. There have been times 

when I’ve su�ered for sticking to my guns. But though you 

may lose something in the short term, you gain something in 

the long term.

Nurturing, But Letting Go

In the early part of my career, I was like Aunt Bea in televi-

sion’s Mayberry series—the nurturing mother hen. Today, I’m 

more like Sheri� Andy Taylor. But it took me a while to learn 

to let go. 

Don’t get me wrong: I was never one that wanted to be just 

“one of the guys.” I believe that one of the best things we 

have to o�er as female leaders is our empathy – being 

nurturing by nature. That quality can be the glue in an 

Having grown up surrounded by science 
and technology, I find it mind-boggling 
that girls today aren’t more drawn to 
the subjects.



The value of listening to and 
motivating people can’t be overstated. 
It ensures that people are engaged in 
what they do, which is crucially 
important because, in a complicated 
environment, your organization is only 
as good as its weakest link.

Women leaders often bring a special 
kind of empathy to their positions, and 
that quality can be the glue that holds 
an organization together. 

A woman may know that what she has 
to say will add value to a conversation, 
but in a room full of big male 
personalities she may be hesitant to 
share her views. It’s important that she 
learn ways of speaking and presenting 
herself that allow her to command the 
attention of such a group. 

TAKEAWAYS 

organization. It’s why I believe that female-led organizations 

tend to be the most e�cient.

However, I did have to learn to delegate. I have always loved 

the hands-on part of my job. But I knew I had to let it go in 

order to manage people. Then I had to learn to let go of 

day-to-day management tasks in order to lead and manage 

at the executive level. 

One thing I chose not to let go, though, was my determina-

tion to back my people. Sometimes there are budget 

pressures or internal politics or corporate reorganizations 

that make doing this di�cult. But there’s always a way to do 

the right thing. Sometimes it’s damn tough. But I’m old 

fashioned that way. And it’s served me well in this dream 

job, where I’ve been able to build this organization and 

watch it grow.

Getting Big

Having grown up surrounded by science and technology, I 

find it mind-boggling that girls today aren’t more drawn to 

the subjects. I’m certain it has to do with how they are raised. 

I believe both boys and girls are inherently drawn to technol-

ogy and science but that over the years, the interest drops 

o� for girls.

I’ve always been surrounded by men, from my academic 

days to the present. It’s pretty much always been “twelve 

guys and Sylvia.” And though I understand that kind of 

dynamic, this skewed ratio represents a loss for organiza-

tions. 

I respect that organizations are trying to improve the 

numbers of women in technology and leadership roles, but I 

have felt at times that I had to, as Michelle Obama once said, 

work twice as hard to get half as far. 

My basic advice to women in technology careers is largely 

the same as my advice to anyone in IT: Do the best job you 

can with total integrity. But I’d add something to that for 

women: Speak up. As young women, we often tend to be 

meek. Indeed, when a woman is assertive, she can be 

perceived not as a leader but as a pain—and that’s not 

something anyone wants to be. 

So as a woman, when you enter a room with ten big male 

personalities, your natural tendency may be to shrink. Mine 

was. I had to learn how to make myself heard when I found 

myself in a roomful of guys who talked loud and non-stop. 

I always knew what I was saying had value, but I had to learn 

a way of speaking and presenting myself in order to 

command the room. Then, at some point, it became natural. 

So let me phrase my advice somewhat di�erently: 

Don’t shrink; be big!

•

•

•
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