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Rabbits and Elephants 
CIO Straight Talk was designed as a forum for the 
peer-to-peer exchange of experience-based 
professional insights among CIOs and other senior 
technology executives. The publication – along with 
the Straight Talk website 
(www.straighttalkonline.com), which serves as home 
to the Straight Talk community and its various 
events and programs – o�ers advice applicable to 
technology leaders in a variety of roles and across 
industries. 

But over the years, we have occasionally focused on 
a certain type of executive. We launched two sister 
publications, CTO Straight Talk and CDO Straight 
Talk, for Chief Technology O�cers and Chief Digital 
O�cers. We have had special issues that featured 
the thinking of leaders in specific industries, such as 
financial services and life sciences/health care. 
There have been two compelling special issues 
tapping the insights of senior women technology 
executives and focusing in part on gender-related 
professional issues. (All of these publications can be 
found on the Straight Talk website at 
www.straighttalkonline.com/magazine.)

This issue takes another approach, stretching across 
industry verticals to look at ways in which large 
asset-heavy companies are transforming themselves 
into nimble digital enterprises. Which isn’t to say 
that the articles will be of interest only to executives 
at those kinds of companies. After all, some of the 
most novel and unexpectedly useful ideas often 
come from looking at the experiences of companies 
in other industries, geographies or functions.

We hope you find this issue not only useful but 
enjoyable. And even if your company is more digital 
rabbit than lumbering elephant, we hope you can 
draw helpful lessons from ways in which these 
mammoths of the economy are becoming light on 
their feet.

Paul Hemp
Editor-in-Chief
Straight Talk

Wendy Semerau
HCL America, Inc.
3333 Warrenville Road
Suite 750
Lisle, IL 60532 USA
wsemerau@hcl.com 



Asset heavy but also light on their 
feet. It sounds like a contradiction in 
terms. 

After all, we’re talking about 
companies that are mainstays of 
industries -- manufacturing, chemicals, 
energy and utilities, transportation and 
logistics – often viewed as 
old-economy. We’re talking about 
large enterprises with huge 
investments and asset bases, 
companies often portrayed as 
lumbering elephants that have lost 
their ability to be flexible and agile 
because of the very reasons that make 
them big.  

But don’t let appearances deceive you. 
Many traditional asset-heavy 
companies are working to become as 
agile as any new-economy startup, 
nimble enough to quickly respond to 

relentless disruption. They’re adopting 
digital technologies to transform their 
end-to-end processes and thereby 
better monetize their asset base.

Just as important is the way these 
companies are remaking themselves 
as digital enterprises. As described in 
the articles in this issue, such 
enterprises understand transformation 
depends on people as much as on 
technology. They know they have to 
adopt a laser-like focus on the 
customer. They look beyond their 
current o�erings of tangible products 
to also provide software-led solutions. 

In that way, these mega-businesses 
are breaking free of their traditional 
asset-heavy shackles. They are flying 
high to new levels of performance and 
breaking through to new dimensions 
of doing business.

Mega-businesses reinvent themselves 
for the digital economy

ASSET HEAVY
Light on Their Feet 
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incremental changes. It can often feel like 
you’re running a utility. Olin's major acquisition 
created a huge opportunity for us to seriously 
consider changes that will modernize and 
standardize business processes across our 
chemical business. This would help us 
maximize cost e�ectiveness, e�ciency and 
control across our now global operations.     

This is actually my second global integration. 
Before Olin, I worked for several years on a 
global IT transformation at another 
company, re-organizing people and sta� and 
building business shared services. I took some 
assignments in Israel and Europe.

People tend to misunderstand the nature of a 
digital transformation. They hear the word 
digital and think it's an IT project, when in fact, 
it’s hardly about the technology at all – the 
technology is a relatively easy part of the 
transformation. The hard part is trying to shift 
how people work each day, how decisions get 
made, how to ensure that everyone has clarity 
on the end goal and that the value we set out 
to capture is realized. That's the real challenge.

SUPPORT AT THE TOP 
One key is to make sure that the 
transformation is being pushed top-down 
from the executive leadership team. They 
need to be clear about the business change 
that they’re expecting, and they need to help 
you drive that change. It has to start at the top 
because you need top-level support during 
the inevitable di�cult times. As we all know, 
one of the main challenges of digital 
transformation is that, at the same time that 
you’re overhauling the organization, you’re in a 
business serving customers. It’s easy to lose 
sight of that while you’re focusing on the 
transformation of your capabilities by 
implementing new technology.

Our executive management team is also 
serving as the steering committee for the 
transformation. We meet every month, where 
we address challenges that the teams need 
help with. We have a second team – we call it 
our business readiness team – that helps 
ensure we have frequent and transparent 
communication and planning with the 
extended leadership across the world. We’ve 
also established some informal networks that 
help us disseminate information and receive 
informal feedback on how the change process 
is going. 

Beyond the integration project, I’m focused on 
finding IT talent. Finding tech talent is not 
easy. And finding tech leaders can be even 
harder – someone who can bridge the 
software and engineering worlds and who is 
also a strong visionary and leader. I think to 
address that shortage, we really need to think 
about tapping in to all the potential talent in 
our population, to create an environment that 
is open and inclusive to a diverse group of 
talented people. 

STRIVING FOR BALANCE
Early in my career, there were very few women 
leaders in technology, which made it di�cult 
for me to envision being the CIO of a global 
Fortune 500 company. Today, I think 
companies are realizing the lost opportunities 
and are making strides in awareness and 
training. However, the progress is still very 
slow. Even now, less than 20% of CIOs in 
Fortune 500 are women.

I never had a mentor, which is part of why I’m 
very open to mentoring others. For example, 
recently, another CIO at another large Fortune 
500 company introduced me to one of his 
rising leaders, a woman who aspires to be a 
CIO at some point in her future. 

I think it was helpful for both of us to speak 
openly about the challenges we face balancing 
career and family and helpful for her to hear 
how I navigated my career along the way. 

One key is that I've got a great family around 
me and a great support system. In particular, I 
have an extremely supportive spouse. There 
was a point early on in our marriage where we 
had to decide whose career was going to be 
allowed to explode, because we also wanted 
to have a family. Having two go-getters just 
wasn’t going to support that.

We have one kid now in college and one in 
high school. My being so busy made that 
challenging, but it gave them huge 
opportunities as well, such as the chance to 
live outside the country. 

Developing a career and caring for a family do 
not have to be mutually exclusive. Given the 
right mindset, you can do both. For me, the 
key was to realize I didn’t need to be a 
superhero and do everything perfectly. I just 
needed to o�er my best every day and not be 
too hard on myself.   

I also always take my vacation and never leave 
a day unused. We make sure we do things that 
we all like to do together, like hike, so that 
when I get back to the o�ce, I don’t feel like 
I’ve given up one aspect of my life.  

I usually try to have another goal outside of 
my career too. For example, I ran marathons 
for a while. I would get up very early in the 
morning and take long runs, always working 
towards a race. 

Now I maintain balance and fitness by 
practicing yoga. Some days, I make sure to 
mark my calendar and get out of here on time 
so I can hit the yoga studio and be part of that 
community. There’s a time management 
aspect to having a balanced life. Don't expect 
someone to give you the time. You’ve got to 
create it yourself.  

I joined Olin in 2016, shortly after the 
company completed a major acquisition, one 
that significantly increased the number of 
employees and dramatically expanded our 
operations in the United States and into more 
than 20 countries. 

Olin’s digital journey entails the largest 
strategic investment in digital technologies in 
the company’s history. It involves executing a 
global transformation program that will 
implement a new standardized ERP platform, 
new solutions for manufacturing and 
engineering, and additional capabilities to 
make our IT infrastructure around the world 

POSITION
Vice President and Chief Information 
O�cer

COMPANY
Olin Corporation

WORKS FROM
Saint Louis

PROFESSIONAL BACKGROUND
Before joining Olin as CIO in 2016, 
Christy Barker had spent nearly two 
decades working in IT for chemical 
companies, including Monsanto, Astaris 
and ICL.

EDUCATION
B.S., Computer Information Systems, 
Missouri State University; M.BA., 
Webster University.

CHRISTY  
BARKER

more reliable. We’ve also tried to use the 
integration as an opportunity to simplify our 
architecture by selecting a few key 
technologies and platforms we want to 
support going forward.

AN AMAZING 
OPPORTUNITY
For a technology leader, a digital 
transformation is an amazing opportunity. 
Often, if you are just running an IT 
organization, you’re mostly making small 

TECHNOLOGY IS
THE EASY PART

A chemical industry CIO recounts what she has learned 
about leading a digital transformation.
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incremental changes. It can often feel like 
you’re running a utility. Olin's major acquisition 
created a huge opportunity for us to seriously 
consider changes that will modernize and 
standardize business processes across our 
chemical business. This would help us 
maximize cost e�ectiveness, e�ciency and 
control across our now global operations.     

This is actually my second global integration. 
Before Olin, I worked for several years on a 
global IT transformation at another 
company, re-organizing people and sta� and 
building business shared services. I took some 
assignments in Israel and Europe.

People tend to misunderstand the nature of a 
digital transformation. They hear the word 
digital and think it's an IT project, when in fact, 
it’s hardly about the technology at all – the 
technology is a relatively easy part of the 
transformation. The hard part is trying to shift 
how people work each day, how decisions get 
made, how to ensure that everyone has clarity 
on the end goal and that the value we set out 
to capture is realized. That's the real challenge.

SUPPORT AT THE TOP 
One key is to make sure that the 
transformation is being pushed top-down 
from the executive leadership team. They 
need to be clear about the business change 
that they’re expecting, and they need to help 
you drive that change. It has to start at the top 
because you need top-level support during 
the inevitable di�cult times. As we all know, 
one of the main challenges of digital 
transformation is that, at the same time that 
you’re overhauling the organization, you’re in a 
business serving customers. It’s easy to lose 
sight of that while you’re focusing on the 
transformation of your capabilities by 
implementing new technology.

Our executive management team is also 
serving as the steering committee for the 
transformation. We meet every month, where 
we address challenges that the teams need 
help with. We have a second team – we call it 
our business readiness team – that helps 
ensure we have frequent and transparent 
communication and planning with the 
extended leadership across the world. We’ve 
also established some informal networks that 
help us disseminate information and receive 
informal feedback on how the change process 
is going. 

Beyond the integration project, I’m focused on 
finding IT talent. Finding tech talent is not 
easy. And finding tech leaders can be even 
harder – someone who can bridge the 
software and engineering worlds and who is 
also a strong visionary and leader. I think to 
address that shortage, we really need to think 
about tapping in to all the potential talent in 
our population, to create an environment that 
is open and inclusive to a diverse group of 
talented people. 

STRIVING FOR BALANCE
Early in my career, there were very few women 
leaders in technology, which made it di�cult 
for me to envision being the CIO of a global 
Fortune 500 company. Today, I think 
companies are realizing the lost opportunities 
and are making strides in awareness and 
training. However, the progress is still very 
slow. Even now, less than 20% of CIOs in 
Fortune 500 are women.

I never had a mentor, which is part of why I’m 
very open to mentoring others. For example, 
recently, another CIO at another large Fortune 
500 company introduced me to one of his 
rising leaders, a woman who aspires to be a 
CIO at some point in her future. 

I think it was helpful for both of us to speak 
openly about the challenges we face balancing 
career and family and helpful for her to hear 
how I navigated my career along the way. 

One key is that I've got a great family around 
me and a great support system. In particular, I 
have an extremely supportive spouse. There 
was a point early on in our marriage where we 
had to decide whose career was going to be 
allowed to explode, because we also wanted 
to have a family. Having two go-getters just 
wasn’t going to support that.

We have one kid now in college and one in 
high school. My being so busy made that 
challenging, but it gave them huge 
opportunities as well, such as the chance to 
live outside the country. 

Developing a career and caring for a family do 
not have to be mutually exclusive. Given the 
right mindset, you can do both. For me, the 
key was to realize I didn’t need to be a 
superhero and do everything perfectly. I just 
needed to o�er my best every day and not be 
too hard on myself.   

I also always take my vacation and never leave 
a day unused. We make sure we do things that 
we all like to do together, like hike, so that 
when I get back to the o�ce, I don’t feel like 
I’ve given up one aspect of my life.  

I usually try to have another goal outside of 
my career too. For example, I ran marathons 
for a while. I would get up very early in the 
morning and take long runs, always working 
towards a race. 

Now I maintain balance and fitness by 
practicing yoga. Some days, I make sure to 
mark my calendar and get out of here on time 
so I can hit the yoga studio and be part of that 
community. There’s a time management 
aspect to having a balanced life. Don't expect 
someone to give you the time. You’ve got to 
create it yourself.  

TRYING TO SHIFT HOW 
PEOPLE WORK EACH DAY, 
HOW DECISIONS GET 
MADE, HOW TO ENSURE 
THAT EVERYONE HAS 
CLARITY ON THE END 
GOAL…THAT’S THE REAL 
CHALLENGE.

TAKEAWAYS

01. The biggest challenge in a 
digital technology 
transformation is handling the 
human change management it 
entails.

02. C-suite buy-in and 
involvement is an essential 
part of a transformation.

03. You can’t have a career and a 
family if you’re a perfectionist, 
but you can have both if you 
are hardworking and 
accepting of your limitations.

PEOPLE TEND TO 
MISUNDERSTAND THE 
NATURE OF A DIGITAL 
TRANSFORMATION. THEY 
HEAR THE WORD DIGITAL 
AND THINK IT’S AN IT 
PROJECT. DEVELOPING A CAREER 

AND CARING FOR A 
FAMILY DO NOT HAVE TO 
BE MUTUALLY 
EXCLUSIVE. GIVEN THE 
RIGHT MINDSET, YOU CAN 
DO BOTH.

THE TECHNOLOGY IS A 
RELATIVELY EASY 
PART OF THE 
TRANSFORMATION.

I joined Olin in 2016, shortly after the 
company completed a major acquisition, one 
that significantly increased the number of 
employees and dramatically expanded our 
operations in the United States and into more 
than 20 countries. 

Olin’s digital journey entails the largest 
strategic investment in digital technologies in 
the company’s history. It involves executing a 
global transformation program that will 
implement a new standardized ERP platform, 
new solutions for manufacturing and 
engineering, and additional capabilities to 
make our IT infrastructure around the world 

more reliable. We’ve also tried to use the 
integration as an opportunity to simplify our 
architecture by selecting a few key 
technologies and platforms we want to 
support going forward.

AN AMAZING 
OPPORTUNITY
For a technology leader, a digital 
transformation is an amazing opportunity. 
Often, if you are just running an IT 
organization, you’re mostly making small 
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Today, I’m Chief Financial O�cer of Velocity, 
a managed technology services company. 
Six months ago, I was the CIO-equivalent at 
Cooper Tire & Rubber. A somewhat unusual 
career progression, you might say – but it 
wasn’t my first such move.

USEFUL LESSONS FROM 
FINANCE
I actually joined Cooper Tire in 2008 to 
head up its internal audit function, after 25 
years in various controller, audit, and 
treasury roles at Owens Corning, Eaton 

Increasingly, CIOs come from a non-technology 
background. Here’s how one drew on his finance 
experience to help transform a traditional IT department.

Corporation, and Marathon Oil. Two years 
after joining, however, I became Vice 
President for ERP Integration, responsible 
for the implementation of Cooper Tire’s SAP 
enterprise software system.  

I often joke that I missed a meeting and 
someone volunteered me for the daunting 
task of ERP installation. In fact, I think the 
leadership was looking for a business 
person with a financial bent to help replace 
our lengthy list of legacy systems with a 
global ERP solution to foster our growth as 
a global organization. As a former business 
user and financial controller, I was in a 
position and had the perspective to try and 

ensure the system worked well from the 
internal customer’s point of view. 

Then, when I moved up to head Cooper 
Tire’s IT function, my financial background 
proved useful in helping IT start the 
transition from traditional on-premises 
hardware purchases to an IT-as-a-Service 
environment. This shift changed the 
accounting treatment of IT in a significant 
way, because IT purchases now often went 
directly to the operating budget as an 
expense rather than a capital expenditure 
that the company could amortize and 
depreciate. 

This might seem trivial, but it is a significant 
change in the way budgets are constructed 
and IT costs are allocated to process areas 
and business units. If the IT operating 
budget is going up because the cost of 
X-as-a-service is greater in a given year than 
depreciation might have been, the 
business’s allocation to the IT department 
will also go up. 

Regardless of the allocation process, CIOs 
need to be e�ective at developing and 
communicating this shift in approach. They 
need to understand the accounting and 
budget ramifications, and the ROI 
associated with that service acquisition.

So, while Finance and IT can seem like very 
di�erent domains, the modern IT function 
can gain value from finance expertise and 
perspective. Conversely, the finance 
function can benefit from familiarity with 
technology opportunities to improve 
financial processes. That certainly has been 
my experience as I have moved between the 
two fields. 

MANAGING THE 
LONG-DISTANCE 
RELATIONSHIP
The shift to service-centered IT has a�ected 
Cooper Tire in other ways besides the 
change in accounting and budget treatment. 
Until we deployed our ERP solution in 2013, 
we did not use o�shore support; by the time 
I left, the primary way for handling that 
space was through o�shore partnerships. 
We also began using o�shore support for 
our infrastructure and many of our apps, as 
well.  

This was a di�cult cultural change for my 
department, as it is for many companies. 
People were naturally (and often justifiably) 
worried about their jobs, and about a 
change in the culture as the IT organization 
became more o�shore and 
outsourcing-focused. My view was that this 
shift allowed us to leverage the core 
competencies of the respective partners 
and free up Cooper resources to focus on 
initiatives linked to growing and 
transforming the company. 

This shift in approach also forced IT 
leadership to acquire and exercise new skills. 
If you don’t work with your sta� 
face-to-face, you have to learn how to 
manage your partner remotely – on the 
phone, on WebEx, on conference calls – and 
that in itself is a learned skill. It may sound 
matter-of-fact-ish and natural, but I don’t 
think it is. When you can’t do it in person, it 
changes the dynamic.  

However, face time is still the best. Two of 
my managers once returned from a trip to 
Chennai and Noida in India said, “You know, 

we could have done those meetings by 
phone and probably got most of what we 
needed to get accomplished. But doing it in 
person and developing personal 
relationships has longer-lasting positive 
ramifications.” 

I think in some ways the experience of 
working with o�shore partners unified my 
department, not because it became a “we 
vs. them” environment, but because 
Cooper’s IT sta� realized that the only way 
they were going to be e�ective and get 
things done was by blending the teams 
together and working as full partners. 

What I preached from Day One was that we 
just couldn’t talk in we/they terms. Whether 
the team members were in Ohio or in India, 
it had to be “us.” Our users weren’t going to 
care whether it was me or ABC or XYZ 
company on the phone or in a chat; they 
were going to care that they had the right 
experience and the right environment and 
the right support and the right response 
time. Still, although we evolved away from 
the we/they phenomenon, it would still 
creep in from time to time – something I 
found to be unhealthy and unhelpful. 

SUPPORTING THE 
CUSTOMER
At the same time that we were learning to 
work closely with our o�shore partners, we 
began working more closely with our 
internal clients. To help establish strong 
relationships with our business customers, 
we dedicated relationship managers who 
concentrated on supporting particular 
process areas, such as order-to-cash, 
procure-to-pay, or the operations group. 
These relationship managers worked with 
their business partners on ideation, project 

FROM FINANCE TO IT, 
FROM CIO TO CFO

development, project planning, and project 
delivery.   

This shift in focus implies what I see as the 
biggest challenge most IT organizations will 
continue to face over the next five years: 
finding the right balance between running 
your IT environment and transforming it. 
That means investing in and maintaining an 
environment that is safe, current, and 
supported, while simultaneously making the 
strategic investments needed to grow and 
transform the organization. 

In my current CFO role at Velocity, I no 
longer deal with some of the issues – such 
as the use of o�shore partners – that 
preoccupied me as CIO at Cooper Tire. Still, 
my IT experience gives me a unique 
perspective on that big IT challenge of 
finding the right balance of investment 
between running IT and transforming it.

POSITION
Chief Financial O�cer 

COMPANY
Velocity 

WORKS FROM
Toledo, Ohio 

PROFESSIONAL BACKGROUND
Before joining Velocity, a managed 
services company, in September 
2019, Ranallo was Vice President, 
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Corporation, and Marathon Oil. Two years 
after joining, however, I became Vice 
President for ERP Integration, responsible 
for the implementation of Cooper Tire’s SAP 
enterprise software system.  

I often joke that I missed a meeting and 
someone volunteered me for the daunting 
task of ERP installation. In fact, I think the 
leadership was looking for a business 
person with a financial bent to help replace 
our lengthy list of legacy systems with a 
global ERP solution to foster our growth as 
a global organization. As a former business 
user and financial controller, I was in a 
position and had the perspective to try and 

ensure the system worked well from the 
internal customer’s point of view. 

Then, when I moved up to head Cooper 
Tire’s IT function, my financial background 
proved useful in helping IT start the 
transition from traditional on-premises 
hardware purchases to an IT-as-a-Service 
environment. This shift changed the 
accounting treatment of IT in a significant 
way, because IT purchases now often went 
directly to the operating budget as an 
expense rather than a capital expenditure 
that the company could amortize and 
depreciate. 

This might seem trivial, but it is a significant 
change in the way budgets are constructed 
and IT costs are allocated to process areas 
and business units. If the IT operating 
budget is going up because the cost of 
X-as-a-service is greater in a given year than 
depreciation might have been, the 
business’s allocation to the IT department 
will also go up. 

Regardless of the allocation process, CIOs 
need to be e�ective at developing and 
communicating this shift in approach. They 
need to understand the accounting and 
budget ramifications, and the ROI 
associated with that service acquisition.

So, while Finance and IT can seem like very 
di�erent domains, the modern IT function 
can gain value from finance expertise and 
perspective. Conversely, the finance 
function can benefit from familiarity with 
technology opportunities to improve 
financial processes. That certainly has been 
my experience as I have moved between the 
two fields. 

MANAGING THE 
LONG-DISTANCE 
RELATIONSHIP
The shift to service-centered IT has a�ected 
Cooper Tire in other ways besides the 
change in accounting and budget treatment. 
Until we deployed our ERP solution in 2013, 
we did not use o�shore support; by the time 
I left, the primary way for handling that 
space was through o�shore partnerships. 
We also began using o�shore support for 
our infrastructure and many of our apps, as 
well.  

This was a di�cult cultural change for my 
department, as it is for many companies. 
People were naturally (and often justifiably) 
worried about their jobs, and about a 
change in the culture as the IT organization 
became more o�shore and 
outsourcing-focused. My view was that this 
shift allowed us to leverage the core 
competencies of the respective partners 
and free up Cooper resources to focus on 
initiatives linked to growing and 
transforming the company. 

This shift in approach also forced IT 
leadership to acquire and exercise new skills. 
If you don’t work with your sta� 
face-to-face, you have to learn how to 
manage your partner remotely – on the 
phone, on WebEx, on conference calls – and 
that in itself is a learned skill. It may sound 
matter-of-fact-ish and natural, but I don’t 
think it is. When you can’t do it in person, it 
changes the dynamic.  

However, face time is still the best. Two of 
my managers once returned from a trip to 
Chennai and Noida in India said, “You know, 

we could have done those meetings by 
phone and probably got most of what we 
needed to get accomplished. But doing it in 
person and developing personal 
relationships has longer-lasting positive 
ramifications.” 

I think in some ways the experience of 
working with o�shore partners unified my 
department, not because it became a “we 
vs. them” environment, but because 
Cooper’s IT sta� realized that the only way 
they were going to be e�ective and get 
things done was by blending the teams 
together and working as full partners. 

What I preached from Day One was that we 
just couldn’t talk in we/they terms. Whether 
the team members were in Ohio or in India, 
it had to be “us.” Our users weren’t going to 
care whether it was me or ABC or XYZ 
company on the phone or in a chat; they 
were going to care that they had the right 
experience and the right environment and 
the right support and the right response 
time. Still, although we evolved away from 
the we/they phenomenon, it would still 
creep in from time to time – something I 
found to be unhealthy and unhelpful. 

SUPPORTING THE 
CUSTOMER
At the same time that we were learning to 
work closely with our o�shore partners, we 
began working more closely with our 
internal clients. To help establish strong 
relationships with our business customers, 
we dedicated relationship managers who 
concentrated on supporting particular 
process areas, such as order-to-cash, 
procure-to-pay, or the operations group. 
These relationship managers worked with 
their business partners on ideation, project 

TAKEAWAYS

01. Although di�erent realms, 
Finance and IT can benefit 
from understanding each 
other’s perspective.

02. Buying services rather than 
investing in hardware 
makes business units more 
focused on their IT costs, 
which makes the CIO’s job 
more challenging.

03. External partnerships can 
only work if both parties 
are treated as equal 
partners. Talk of “us” versus 
“them” undermines this. 

MY FINANCIAL BACKGROUND 
PROVED USEFUL IN HELPING 
IT START TO MAKE THE 
TRANSITION FROM 
TRADITIONAL ON-PREMISES 
HARDWARE PURCHASES TO 
AN IT-AS-A-SERVICE 
ENVIRONMENT.

WHAT I PREACHED FROM DAY 
ONE WAS THAT WE JUST 
COULDN’T TALK IN WE/THEY 
TERMS. WHETHER THE TEAM 
MEMBERS WERE IN OHIO OR 
IN INDIA, IT HAD TO BE ‘US’.

development, project planning, and project 
delivery.   

This shift in focus implies what I see as the 
biggest challenge most IT organizations will 
continue to face over the next five years: 
finding the right balance between running 
your IT environment and transforming it. 
That means investing in and maintaining an 
environment that is safe, current, and 
supported, while simultaneously making the 
strategic investments needed to grow and 
transform the organization. 

In my current CFO role at Velocity, I no 
longer deal with some of the issues – such 
as the use of o�shore partners – that 
preoccupied me as CIO at Cooper Tire. Still, 
my IT experience gives me a unique 
perspective on that big IT challenge of 
finding the right balance of investment 
between running IT and transforming it.

I OFTEN JOKE THAT I 
MISSED A MEETING AND 
SOMEONE VOLUNTEERED 
ME FOR THE DAUNTING 
TASK OF ERP INSTALLATION
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Today, NCR provides hardware, software and 
services solutions that enable nearly 700 
million business transactions daily across the 
financial, retail, hospitality, 
telecommunications and technology 
industries. Reflecting the evolution of our 
industry, we now go to market with our 
software solutions and attach the hardware 
and services, as opposed to leading with 
hardware and attaching software. This 
approach yields greater benefits for NCR 
customers as they transform their consumers’ 
banking and commerce experiences.

As this shift has occurred, my job has likewise 
evolved. In the early years of my tenure, I 
played a traditional back-o�ce role. The work 
was focused primarily on operations and 
e�ciency – for example, consolidating ERP, 
creating VOIP networks, and setting up 
development and service centers for cost 
e�ciency. Today, I provide strategic leadership 
of the full IT portfolio across NCR, and my role 
is more of a hybrid of front-o�ce and 
back-o�ce initiatives.  I still have oversight of 
the corporation’s internal technology 
solutions, but I also have a lot more 
customer-facing technology responsibility. The 
work that my team does has a direct impact 
on the overall experience NCR customers have 
with our company.

UNDERSTANDING THE 
CUSTOMER
In almost everything I do, I keep the question 
“How will this a�ect the customer 
experience?” top of mind. I need to think 
about how they acquire our technology, how 
they on-board it, how we invoice for the 
product or solution, and, essentially, its whole 
life cycle. How we procure, build, ship, and 
maintain the hardware and software that 
support the client relationship are all impacted 
by the work I do as CIO.  Security is also a 
much more significant part of the job today, 
which includes the up-time and compliancy of 
our SaaS data centers. 

One of the things I’ve been most excited 
about as our company has evolved, as we 
have focused on driving ever more value to 
our customers, is the real-time awareness and 
visibility we have into our products – millions 
of endpoints all told. Internet of Things 
sensors allow us to monitor the up-time and 
availability of those endpoints. We’re able to 
push software downloads, so that we can 

perform ongoing health checks, check the 
statuses of faults and alerts, and obtain more 
precise location information – a data point 
that is extremely useful for our service 
technicians, who used to spend a lot of time 
simply trying to locate the client’s machines. 
IoT can also help the device self-heal or 
self-correct, because the endpoints actually 
learn about the customer's products and 
services as they operate.

Preventive maintenance is another area in 
which we have been leveraging IoT.  We 
collect large amounts of historical data about 
our machines’ operations, and that’s all fed 
into a data lake. We use visualization tools to 
spot trends and Big Data algorithms that mine 
the data and predict things like where failures 
might occur or what parts we will need in our 
inventory. This allows us to reduce the time we 
need to get a part to the customer.   

As we look at our path ahead, we will focus on 
building out more self-service capabilities for 
the B2B customer. We know these customers 
want to see their whole business on a single 
page and follow this “digital thread” 360 
degrees – the status of their orders, 
shipments, invoices, asset inventories, service 
incidents, as well as their ability to transact 
repeat orders. Clients demand an 
“Amazon-like” experience, so we have to 
design our websites to have a similar ease of 
use.  As the lines blur and things become 
more IoT, or endpoint related, we expect we’ll 
see the consumer having even further 
influence on our product designs.  

My work will continue to become more and 
more customer-facing. I’m already doing 
some leading-edge IoT work with external 
customers. And now that IT is coming out of 
the back o�ce, our employees are acquiring 
more consultative skills and building with the 
end customer in mind.

Internally, the boundaries are blurring as well. 
For example, we now have two types of 
funding for business initiatives.  If a services 
division in-sources a project to my team, they 
pay 100% and they get 100% of the benefit. 
The second type is a shared initiative with two 
or more interested parties – either business 
units or corporate functions – that have 
shared use of the system. If the business case 

shows you will get 80% of the benefit, we’ll 
give you 80% of the cost allocation.  

 My overall IT budget is changing too, as a 
growing portion of my spend is on 
transformational programs that cut across 
multiple functions of the company. And 
roughly half my budget today is customer or 
product facing – though I should say that I see 
all of it ultimately as customer-focused. This is 
significant because a transformation project is 
an investment that creates a capability to 
simplify things for the entire company. Taking 
a process that used to cross five boxes on the 
org chart and reducing it to one process that 
sticks to one box can make you more cost 
e�cient and give you a competitive 
advantage, as well. You’re more consistent and 
you end up with a simpler technology stack to 
manage.   

COPING WITH A TIME 
SHORTAGE
As I’m sure is the case with many of my peers, 
I am continuously trying to find ways to 
improve my own productivity to the same 
extent that I’m improving that of the company. 
My biggest constraint is still the amount of 
time I have in the day.

I try to focus on my ten or so strategic 
partners, in areas like software, SaaS, 
networks, and cloud. The more tactical 
vendors, such as sta� augmentation providers 
or other niche products, I delegate.  

To keep up with the trends, I network a lot 
with other CIOs and read a fair amount. I 
spend time on one of the local college 
campuses, because it’s always refreshing to 
watch what the younger generation is doing 
and how they’re interacting with technology. 
We have large internship programs that create 
an opportunity for us to build meaningful 
relationships with the next generation of 
talent. We give them challenging projects to 

The evolving responsibilities of a veteran CIO at an iconic 
134-year-old company – from back-o�ce to front-o�ce, from 
hardware products to software- and services-led solutions – is 
emblematic of the CIO’s changing role. 

Like a lot of companies, NCR has been going 
through a shift from product manufacturer to 
solutions provider. Since the company’s 
founding 134 years ago, our primary goal has 
always been to help companies better 
connect, interact and transact with customers 
– and naturally, over the course of that many 
years, how you do that changes dramatically 
as a result of technology advancements. In 
1879, for example, we did that by introducing 
the first mechanical cash register – hence our 
name, which stands for the earlier, and iconic, 
“National Cash Register.” 

HARD TO SOFT 
BACK TO FRONT

POSITION
Senior Vice President and Chief 
Information O�cer

COMPANY
NCR Corporation

WORKS FROM
Atlanta, Georgia

PROFESSIONAL EXPERIENCE
A 30-year veteran of corporate IT, Bill 
VanCuren became CIO of NCR in 2008, 
after serving as Vice President of 
Enterprise Applications at the 
company. He serves as an advisory 
board member to both the Georgia 
Tech Scheller College of Business and 
University of Georgia MIS program, and 
is the current Chair of the Georgia CIO 
Leadership Association. Bill was named 
the 2018 Ed Steineke Memorial 
Philanthropy CIO by Atlanta’s 
TechBridge, and is also active in 
sponsoring YearUp, Power My 
Learning, and The Atlanta Food Bank 
charities.

EDUCATION 
Bachelor’s degree (Information 
Systems), The Ohio State University’s 
Fisher College of Business; Master of 
Business Administration, University of 
Dayton.

BILL 
VANCUREN

work on, and I enjoy seeing how they go about 
solving it. We learn a lot from them, and I am 
certain they learn a lot as well.  

I also try to keep up with various 
demographics and age groups.  In the current 
workforce, we have five di�erent generations 
of employees trying to work together, and it’s 
important to know how to relate to all of them, 
and not focus only on the millennials. 

As we keep dealing with all this flux, it’s worth 
noting that some important things have 
stayed the same for us. First, our core business 
as a company has not changed. The NCR cash 
register was the first business machine that sat 
between the consumer and the merchant. 
There have been a lot of technology shifts in 
the type of device – initially it was point of 
sale, soft checkout or ATM kiosks, and now it’s 
mobile and IoT – but the fundamental value 
equation has not changed. Second, the human 
change remains the most challenging part of 
any IT project. Embracing the new way of 
work while giving up the old process is not 
easy.
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Today, NCR provides hardware, software and 
services solutions that enable nearly 700 
million business transactions daily across the 
financial, retail, hospitality, 
telecommunications and technology 
industries. Reflecting the evolution of our 
industry, we now go to market with our 
software solutions and attach the hardware 
and services, as opposed to leading with 
hardware and attaching software. This 
approach yields greater benefits for NCR 
customers as they transform their consumers’ 
banking and commerce experiences.

As this shift has occurred, my job has likewise 
evolved. In the early years of my tenure, I 
played a traditional back-o�ce role. The work 
was focused primarily on operations and 
e�ciency – for example, consolidating ERP, 
creating VOIP networks, and setting up 
development and service centers for cost 
e�ciency. Today, I provide strategic leadership 
of the full IT portfolio across NCR, and my role 
is more of a hybrid of front-o�ce and 
back-o�ce initiatives.  I still have oversight of 
the corporation’s internal technology 
solutions, but I also have a lot more 
customer-facing technology responsibility. The 
work that my team does has a direct impact 
on the overall experience NCR customers have 
with our company.

UNDERSTANDING THE 
CUSTOMER
In almost everything I do, I keep the question 
“How will this a�ect the customer 
experience?” top of mind. I need to think 
about how they acquire our technology, how 
they on-board it, how we invoice for the 
product or solution, and, essentially, its whole 
life cycle. How we procure, build, ship, and 
maintain the hardware and software that 
support the client relationship are all impacted 
by the work I do as CIO.  Security is also a 
much more significant part of the job today, 
which includes the up-time and compliancy of 
our SaaS data centers. 

One of the things I’ve been most excited 
about as our company has evolved, as we 
have focused on driving ever more value to 
our customers, is the real-time awareness and 
visibility we have into our products – millions 
of endpoints all told. Internet of Things 
sensors allow us to monitor the up-time and 
availability of those endpoints. We’re able to 
push software downloads, so that we can 

perform ongoing health checks, check the 
statuses of faults and alerts, and obtain more 
precise location information – a data point 
that is extremely useful for our service 
technicians, who used to spend a lot of time 
simply trying to locate the client’s machines. 
IoT can also help the device self-heal or 
self-correct, because the endpoints actually 
learn about the customer's products and 
services as they operate.

Preventive maintenance is another area in 
which we have been leveraging IoT.  We 
collect large amounts of historical data about 
our machines’ operations, and that’s all fed 
into a data lake. We use visualization tools to 
spot trends and Big Data algorithms that mine 
the data and predict things like where failures 
might occur or what parts we will need in our 
inventory. This allows us to reduce the time we 
need to get a part to the customer.   

As we look at our path ahead, we will focus on 
building out more self-service capabilities for 
the B2B customer. We know these customers 
want to see their whole business on a single 
page and follow this “digital thread” 360 
degrees – the status of their orders, 
shipments, invoices, asset inventories, service 
incidents, as well as their ability to transact 
repeat orders. Clients demand an 
“Amazon-like” experience, so we have to 
design our websites to have a similar ease of 
use.  As the lines blur and things become 
more IoT, or endpoint related, we expect we’ll 
see the consumer having even further 
influence on our product designs.  

My work will continue to become more and 
more customer-facing. I’m already doing 
some leading-edge IoT work with external 
customers. And now that IT is coming out of 
the back o�ce, our employees are acquiring 
more consultative skills and building with the 
end customer in mind.

Internally, the boundaries are blurring as well. 
For example, we now have two types of 
funding for business initiatives.  If a services 
division in-sources a project to my team, they 
pay 100% and they get 100% of the benefit. 
The second type is a shared initiative with two 
or more interested parties – either business 
units or corporate functions – that have 
shared use of the system. If the business case 

shows you will get 80% of the benefit, we’ll 
give you 80% of the cost allocation.  

 My overall IT budget is changing too, as a 
growing portion of my spend is on 
transformational programs that cut across 
multiple functions of the company. And 
roughly half my budget today is customer or 
product facing – though I should say that I see 
all of it ultimately as customer-focused. This is 
significant because a transformation project is 
an investment that creates a capability to 
simplify things for the entire company. Taking 
a process that used to cross five boxes on the 
org chart and reducing it to one process that 
sticks to one box can make you more cost 
e�cient and give you a competitive 
advantage, as well. You’re more consistent and 
you end up with a simpler technology stack to 
manage.   

COPING WITH A TIME 
SHORTAGE
As I’m sure is the case with many of my peers, 
I am continuously trying to find ways to 
improve my own productivity to the same 
extent that I’m improving that of the company. 
My biggest constraint is still the amount of 
time I have in the day.

I try to focus on my ten or so strategic 
partners, in areas like software, SaaS, 
networks, and cloud. The more tactical 
vendors, such as sta� augmentation providers 
or other niche products, I delegate.  

To keep up with the trends, I network a lot 
with other CIOs and read a fair amount. I 
spend time on one of the local college 
campuses, because it’s always refreshing to 
watch what the younger generation is doing 
and how they’re interacting with technology. 
We have large internship programs that create 
an opportunity for us to build meaningful 
relationships with the next generation of 
talent. We give them challenging projects to 

Like a lot of companies, NCR has been going 
through a shift from product manufacturer to 
solutions provider. Since the company’s 
founding 134 years ago, our primary goal has 
always been to help companies better 
connect, interact and transact with customers 
– and naturally, over the course of that many 
years, how you do that changes dramatically 
as a result of technology advancements. In 
1879, for example, we did that by introducing 
the first mechanical cash register – hence our 
name, which stands for the earlier, and iconic, 
“National Cash Register.” 

MY BIGGEST CONSTRAINT IS 
STILL THE AMOUNT OF TIME 
I HAVE IN THE DAY.

ROUGHLY HALF MY BUDGET 
TODAY IS CUSTOMER OR 
PRODUCT FACING – THOUGH I 
SHOULD SAY THAT I SEE ALL 
OF IT ULTIMATELY AS 
CUSTOMER-FOCUSED.

work on, and I enjoy seeing how they go about 
solving it. We learn a lot from them, and I am 
certain they learn a lot as well.  

I also try to keep up with various 
demographics and age groups.  In the current 
workforce, we have five di�erent generations 
of employees trying to work together, and it’s 
important to know how to relate to all of them, 
and not focus only on the millennials. 

As we keep dealing with all this flux, it’s worth 
noting that some important things have 
stayed the same for us. First, our core business 
as a company has not changed. The NCR cash 
register was the first business machine that sat 
between the consumer and the merchant. 
There have been a lot of technology shifts in 
the type of device – initially it was point of 
sale, soft checkout or ATM kiosks, and now it’s 
mobile and IoT – but the fundamental value 
equation has not changed. Second, the human 
change remains the most challenging part of 
any IT project. Embracing the new way of 
work while giving up the old process is not 
easy.

TAKEAWAYS

01. IoT is changing and extending 
the boundaries of the CIO’s 
focus and contributing to a 
shift from back o�ce to front 
o�ce responsibilities. 

02. Reaching out to students and 
other CIOs is crucial in keeping 
up with the latest trends.

03. Helping people adapt to new 
processes is still the hardest 
part of IT.
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A leading truck-leasing and supply-chain management firm 
has found ways to ensure that the customer is at the center 
of its digital transformation. 

For a CIO, deciding where to focus your 
attention is not always easy. This may be 
especially true if, like me, you happen to work 
for an 85-year-old company in the 
transportation sector, an industry that faces 
disruption on several fronts.  

When I set my team’s priorities, I always start 
with a simple single question: In what ways will 
the thing that I am working on today have a 
positive impact on our customers? If I don’t 
get a good answer to that, we don’t do it. 

KEEPING TRUCKS FROM 
SITTING IDLE 
Most of our digital initiatives begin by looking 
at the customer’s pain points. For example, 
after analyzing our own telematics data and 
interviewing our truck-leasing customers, we 
found that approximately 25 percent of the 
commercial vehicles in the U.S sit idle for more 
than one day a week, excluding weekends. 

JUST ONE
QUESTION

?
?

? ?
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But people who lease our trucks have always 
faced barriers that prevented them from 
monetizing that spare capacity from 
underutilized vehicles. For example, how do 
you find someone you can trust with a 
$100,000 truck and make sure they have the 
insurance and DOT compliance they need to 
operate it?

To make it simpler for our customers to get 
their unused trucks out of the parking lot, we 
built a market platform called “COOP by 
Ryder”. There, they can rent out their idle 
trucks to other businesses, using a simple app. 
To protect those making their trucks available, 
people renting trucks through the COOP 
platform go through a screening process, and 
each transaction is covered by physical 
damage insurance and a $1 million liability 
policy, as well as 24/7 roadside assistance.

Of course, one good question often leads to 
others. In the case of COOP, for instance, we 
asked ourselves which business we should 
prioritize for growth? If we are already the 

Marriott of trucking, why would we not try to 
become the Airbnb of trucking? 

We began piloting the app in Atlanta last 
March, and since we launched, we have signed 
up more than 400 businesses to use the 
platform. Those o�ering their trucks on COOP 
are turning their spare capacity into income, 
with truck lenders generating nearly $7000 on 
average since signing onto that platform and 
several lenders netting more than $30,000 on 
the platform. Earlier this year, we announced 
that COOP is available to businesses in South 
Florida as well, with plans to expand into the 
entire state before the end of the year.

GIVING CUSTOMERS A 
CLEARER VIEW 
Taking the customer’s point of view has led to 
innovation in our supply chain management 
segment, as well. Our new product, 
RyderShare, uses telematics and warehouse 
automation to give the customer a clearer 
view of where their loads are at any given 
point in time and to make sure they’re aware 
of their estimated time of arrival. 

At the moment, third-party logistics providers 
all have their own tracking systems but there’s 
no consolidated view of everything that 
pertains to that particular customer. The goal 
of RyderShare is to give our customers a 
holistic view of their freight.

We are also beefing up our mobile fleet 
management technology with an app called 
RyderGyde, which allows businesses whose 
trucks we manage to see local fuel prices and 
compare them against the Ryder diesel price, 
to be sure they are getting the best deal. They 
can also schedule appointments for 
maintenance through the app, which we are 
integrating with our back-end systems to 
make sure that that the experience is 
streamlined and can be done without the 
customer having to make a phone call. 

PREPARING FOR AN 
ELECTRIC FUTURE
Another key customer-focused initiative 
underway now is assisting the transition to 
electric trucks. We have made some strategic 
partnerships in electric vehicle technology and 
are working to see whether it can be 

leveraged to change the makeup of our rental 
fleet. In the last two years, we have also 
become the exclusive distributors for three 
major electric truck manufacturers: 
Workhorse, Nikola Motor Company, and 
Chanje. Recently, we closed our first big deal: 
With an order of 1000 medium-duty electric 
vehicles, Ryder and FedEx executed a truck 
lease and preventive maintenance agreement. 

Where will the customers get electric trucks 
serviced? After all, electric vehicle 
maintenance is very di�erent from the 
maintenance of diesel and gasoline powered 
vehicles. So we are making an investment in 
electric vehicle maintenance to make it easy 
for our customers to outsource those worries 
to Ryder.     

PROMOTING A STRATEGIC 
MINDSET
Transforming Ryder’s IT department from a 
“keep the lights on” organization to a 
value-add organization has required major 
changes. The biggest change I had to make 
was to take the monotonous work that my 
people were doing and send it to our 
outsourcing partners, then convince my team 
that I’m doing this not to reduce costs but 
because I want them to work on more 
value-add projects that will enable our 
business to grow. 

There was skepticism when we started, but 
when people see that outsourcing isn’t leading 
to layo�s, they get onboard.

FOR THE COMPANY AS A 
WHOLE, BEING 
CUSTOMER-CENTRIC HAS 
LED US TO A POINT WHERE 
WE DON’T JUST SEE 
OURSELVES AS A COMPANY 
THAT LEASES TRUCKS BUT 
AS A COMPANY IN THE 
BUSINESS OF HANDLING 
OTHER FIRMS’ 
TRANSPORTATION NEEDS.

WHAT UBER DID TO TAXIS 
COULD HAPPEN TO US. 
WOULDN’T IT BE BETTER 
TO USE OUR LEVERAGE 
NOW AND BE THE ONE 
DISRUPTING THE SECTOR 
AND SETTING THE RULES 
ABOUT HOW THIS MARKET 
IS GOING TO WORK?

I try to encourage my team to take a more 
strategic view in other ways, as well. One of 
the key things that I have done is to mandate 
that none of my direct reports stays in a role 
for more than two years. Knowing that 
whatever is yours today might not be yours 
tomorrow, and whatever is someone else’s 
today might become yours tomorrow, not 
only makes your decision making less selfish 
but also makes you pay attention to the 
decisions your peers are making. This change 
has helped a lot in fostering in people a more 
strategic mindset. 

For the company as a whole, being 
customer-centric has led us to a point where 
we don’t just see ourselves as a company that 
leases trucks but as a company in the 
business of handling other firms’ 
transportation needs.  Whether it’s logistics, 
trucks, maintenance, or even hiring a driver, 
our digital transformation is making it possible 
for our customers to outsource their 
transportation needs and concentrate on their 
core businesses.   

WHEN I SET MY TEAM’S 
PRIORITIES, I ALWAYS START 
WITH A SIMPLE SINGLE 
QUESTION: IN WHAT WAYS 
WILL THE THING THAT I AM 
WORKING ON TODAY HAVE 
A POSITIVE IMPACT ON OUR 
CUSTOMERS?
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But people who lease our trucks have always 
faced barriers that prevented them from 
monetizing that spare capacity from 
underutilized vehicles. For example, how do 
you find someone you can trust with a 
$100,000 truck and make sure they have the 
insurance and DOT compliance they need to 
operate it?

To make it simpler for our customers to get 
their unused trucks out of the parking lot, we 
built a market platform called “COOP by 
Ryder”. There, they can rent out their idle 
trucks to other businesses, using a simple app. 
To protect those making their trucks available, 
people renting trucks through the COOP 
platform go through a screening process, and 
each transaction is covered by physical 
damage insurance and a $1 million liability 
policy, as well as 24/7 roadside assistance.

Of course, one good question often leads to 
others. In the case of COOP, for instance, we 
asked ourselves which business we should 
prioritize for growth? If we are already the 

Marriott of trucking, why would we not try to 
become the Airbnb of trucking? 

We began piloting the app in Atlanta last 
March, and since we launched, we have signed 
up more than 400 businesses to use the 
platform. Those o�ering their trucks on COOP 
are turning their spare capacity into income, 
with truck lenders generating nearly $7000 on 
average since signing onto that platform and 
several lenders netting more than $30,000 on 
the platform. Earlier this year, we announced 
that COOP is available to businesses in South 
Florida as well, with plans to expand into the 
entire state before the end of the year.

GIVING CUSTOMERS A 
CLEARER VIEW 
Taking the customer’s point of view has led to 
innovation in our supply chain management 
segment, as well. Our new product, 
RyderShare, uses telematics and warehouse 
automation to give the customer a clearer 
view of where their loads are at any given 
point in time and to make sure they’re aware 
of their estimated time of arrival. 

At the moment, third-party logistics providers 
all have their own tracking systems but there’s 
no consolidated view of everything that 
pertains to that particular customer. The goal 
of RyderShare is to give our customers a 
holistic view of their freight.

We are also beefing up our mobile fleet 
management technology with an app called 
RyderGyde, which allows businesses whose 
trucks we manage to see local fuel prices and 
compare them against the Ryder diesel price, 
to be sure they are getting the best deal. They 
can also schedule appointments for 
maintenance through the app, which we are 
integrating with our back-end systems to 
make sure that that the experience is 
streamlined and can be done without the 
customer having to make a phone call. 

PREPARING FOR AN 
ELECTRIC FUTURE
Another key customer-focused initiative 
underway now is assisting the transition to 
electric trucks. We have made some strategic 
partnerships in electric vehicle technology and 
are working to see whether it can be 

leveraged to change the makeup of our rental 
fleet. In the last two years, we have also 
become the exclusive distributors for three 
major electric truck manufacturers: 
Workhorse, Nikola Motor Company, and 
Chanje. Recently, we closed our first big deal: 
With an order of 1000 medium-duty electric 
vehicles, Ryder and FedEx executed a truck 
lease and preventive maintenance agreement. 

Where will the customers get electric trucks 
serviced? After all, electric vehicle 
maintenance is very di�erent from the 
maintenance of diesel and gasoline powered 
vehicles. So we are making an investment in 
electric vehicle maintenance to make it easy 
for our customers to outsource those worries 
to Ryder.     

PROMOTING A STRATEGIC 
MINDSET
Transforming Ryder’s IT department from a 
“keep the lights on” organization to a 
value-add organization has required major 
changes. The biggest change I had to make 
was to take the monotonous work that my 
people were doing and send it to our 
outsourcing partners, then convince my team 
that I’m doing this not to reduce costs but 
because I want them to work on more 
value-add projects that will enable our 
business to grow. 

There was skepticism when we started, but 
when people see that outsourcing isn’t leading 
to layo�s, they get onboard.

TAKEAWAYS

01. Focus only on projects 
that help the customer.

02. Take advantage of 
distributed work options 
to free your team for 
more creative tasks.

03. Rotate top lieutenants to 
increase interest in the 
company’s systems as 
a whole.

I try to encourage my team to take a more 
strategic view in other ways, as well. One of 
the key things that I have done is to mandate 
that none of my direct reports stays in a role 
for more than two years. Knowing that 
whatever is yours today might not be yours 
tomorrow, and whatever is someone else’s 
today might become yours tomorrow, not 
only makes your decision making less selfish 
but also makes you pay attention to the 
decisions your peers are making. This change 
has helped a lot in fostering in people a more 
strategic mindset. 

For the company as a whole, being 
customer-centric has led us to a point where 
we don’t just see ourselves as a company that 
leases trucks but as a company in the 
business of handling other firms’ 
transportation needs.  Whether it’s logistics, 
trucks, maintenance, or even hiring a driver, 
our digital transformation is making it possible 
for our customers to outsource their 
transportation needs and concentrate on their 
core businesses.   
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EMPLOYEES AROUND 
THE GLOBE
We are trying to o�er improved service to our 
employees in a variety of ways. 

For one thing, we’re working to improve IT 
internally so that it takes into account the 
influx of millennials into our workforce. 
These employees represent the future of the 
company, and we want to create an 
environment that is responsive to their needs 
and preferences, thereby making them more 
e�ective in their work. 

We moved to a cloud-based ticketing system 
two and a half years ago that not only 
improves our service to employees but has 
allowed us to better measure our goals. We're 
moving to a centralized HR system in the next 
couple of months to provide a single source of 
truth and all of our HR records in one place. 
With this, we can run all sorts of analytics to 
make our employees’ lives easier. 

We're deploying a lot more automation within 
the firm to reduce mundane tasks, such as 
creating a virtual server or getting other 
utilities to the customer as quickly and 
e�ciently as possible, while still complying 
with our legislative and security requirements 
and individual service level agreements. 

One of the most significant initiatives involves 
worker safety. KBR employees, especially 
those working in the field, are often involved in 
di�cult and dangerous work that sometimes 
results in serious injuries. Recently, in 
partnership with HCL, we redeveloped and 
deployed our Zero Harm app to better track, 
log, and avoid safety problems. 

The app allows any of our employees to log a 
safety issue. This doesn’t only ensure that 
every single safety issue is treated with utmost 
importance, but also enables us to build a 
database of historical data around safety – the 
type of incidents we've had and what could 
have been done to prevent an incident that 
has occurred in the field or even in the o�ce.

Future versions of that product will enable 
pictures to be taken and tagged with the 
latitude and longitude of where an incident 
occurred. We're also looking at sensors that 
people will wear, either on their hardhat or on 
their overalls, that will alert us when somebody 
has had a fall and where on the site that it 
happened. This will allow us to respond 

quickly with an emergency team to support 
that person. In Canada, we've already saved at 
least one life with this type of technology. 

CONTRIBUTING TO THE 
TOP AND BOTTOM LINES
At the same time that we’re working to better 
serve KBR employees, we’re also working to 
serve KBR customers. Like many IT 
departments today, ours is being asked to 
help generate revenue for the firm. In fact, 
generating revenue is now our number one 
KPI, or key performance indicator, and we 
therefore engage in a lot of client-facing and 
proposal work. 

Another way we contribute to the top line is 
by reducing the amount of time it takes an 
employee to get up and running on a new 
client account. Time wasted while an 
employee waits for a piece of equipment or a 
piece of software, is time that the employee 
isn’t doing billable work for a customer.  
Automating and optimizing our workflow can 
have an immediate top-line – and bottom-line 
– impact. And of course, this at the same time 
makes work easier for your internal customers.

I've only been in this role at KBR for three 
years now, and we’re still not moving at the 
speed I would like to. We’re in the process of 
establishing a number of new positions in our 
function designed to improve the 
e�ectiveness of what we o�er the business. 

These include a business liaison role, which 
will help align IT closely with business needs. 
The liaison will sit inside a part of the business 
to help us understand its problems and needs, 
while also educating the business on how 
various new technologies might be able to 
help them. Businesses do not want to hear 
about zeros and ones and spinning disks. 
They want to hear about solutions that will 
make business processes easier and faster. 

ADVICE FOR ASPIRING 
IT LEADERS
I’m often asked what young people entering 
our profession can do to maximize their 
chances of career success and become an IT 
leader. Of course, they should stay on top of 
rapidly evolving technology. Of course, they 
should get outside of the IT cocoon and 
understand the business they are supporting. 

But I often o�er this simple prescription for 
success: listen. Listen to what people are 
saying. Ask people for their advice. And then 
take their answers to your questions and use 
them to better inform your own answers.

And I’m not just talking about your direct 
reports.  I’m talking about people farther down 
in the hierarchy who may be in better touch 
with the latest technology – and that includes 
millennials who have just joined your team. 

These days, everyone needs to be able to 
pivot faster than before. Listening can play a 
big part in making this happen. A CIO whose function serves employees in 24 time zones 

knows the importance of meeting the needs of his 
internal stakeholders. 

KBR is one of the world’s largest engineering, 
energy and government services companies, 
with a history stretching back more than 100 
years. The business (formerly known as 
Kellogg Brown & Root) is involved in areas 
ranging from o�shore oil drilling to space 
exploration.

My team of 400 IT professionals serves two 
sets of customers. One is the 20,000 KBR 
employees, who work in some 40 countries 
across all 24 time zones. The other is the end 
customers of KBR. The more e�ectively we 
serve our internal customers in helping them 
do their jobs, the better the outcome for our 
external ones – and for KBR itself. 

WHAT’S GOOD FOR
YOUR CUSTOMERS IS GOOD
FOR THE COMPANY’S

POSITION
CIO

COMPANY
KBR

WORKS FROM
Houston, Texas

PROFESSIONAL EXPERIENCE
Before joining KBR as Vice President 
and Chief Information O�cer in 2015, 
John held senior IT positions at Worley 
Parsons, the Australia-based global 
engineering giant. 

JOHN
THOMSON
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EMPLOYEES AROUND 
THE GLOBE
We are trying to o�er improved service to our 
employees in a variety of ways. 

For one thing, we’re working to improve IT 
internally so that it takes into account the 
influx of millennials into our workforce. 
These employees represent the future of the 
company, and we want to create an 
environment that is responsive to their needs 
and preferences, thereby making them more 
e�ective in their work. 

We moved to a cloud-based ticketing system 
two and a half years ago that not only 
improves our service to employees but has 
allowed us to better measure our goals. We're 
moving to a centralized HR system in the next 
couple of months to provide a single source of 
truth and all of our HR records in one place. 
With this, we can run all sorts of analytics to 
make our employees’ lives easier. 

We're deploying a lot more automation within 
the firm to reduce mundane tasks, such as 
creating a virtual server or getting other 
utilities to the customer as quickly and 
e�ciently as possible, while still complying 
with our legislative and security requirements 
and individual service level agreements. 

One of the most significant initiatives involves 
worker safety. KBR employees, especially 
those working in the field, are often involved in 
di�cult and dangerous work that sometimes 
results in serious injuries. Recently, in 
partnership with HCL, we redeveloped and 
deployed our Zero Harm app to better track, 
log, and avoid safety problems. 

The app allows any of our employees to log a 
safety issue. This doesn’t only ensure that 
every single safety issue is treated with utmost 
importance, but also enables us to build a 
database of historical data around safety – the 
type of incidents we've had and what could 
have been done to prevent an incident that 
has occurred in the field or even in the o�ce.

Future versions of that product will enable 
pictures to be taken and tagged with the 
latitude and longitude of where an incident 
occurred. We're also looking at sensors that 
people will wear, either on their hardhat or on 
their overalls, that will alert us when somebody 
has had a fall and where on the site that it 
happened. This will allow us to respond 

quickly with an emergency team to support 
that person. In Canada, we've already saved at 
least one life with this type of technology. 

CONTRIBUTING TO THE 
TOP AND BOTTOM LINES
At the same time that we’re working to better 
serve KBR employees, we’re also working to 
serve KBR customers. Like many IT 
departments today, ours is being asked to 
help generate revenue for the firm. In fact, 
generating revenue is now our number one 
KPI, or key performance indicator, and we 
therefore engage in a lot of client-facing and 
proposal work. 

Another way we contribute to the top line is 
by reducing the amount of time it takes an 
employee to get up and running on a new 
client account. Time wasted while an 
employee waits for a piece of equipment or a 
piece of software, is time that the employee 
isn’t doing billable work for a customer.  
Automating and optimizing our workflow can 
have an immediate top-line – and bottom-line 
– impact. And of course, this at the same time 
makes work easier for your internal customers.

I've only been in this role at KBR for three 
years now, and we’re still not moving at the 
speed I would like to. We’re in the process of 
establishing a number of new positions in our 
function designed to improve the 
e�ectiveness of what we o�er the business. 

These include a business liaison role, which 
will help align IT closely with business needs. 
The liaison will sit inside a part of the business 
to help us understand its problems and needs, 
while also educating the business on how 
various new technologies might be able to 
help them. Businesses do not want to hear 
about zeros and ones and spinning disks. 
They want to hear about solutions that will 
make business processes easier and faster. 

ADVICE FOR ASPIRING 
IT LEADERS
I’m often asked what young people entering 
our profession can do to maximize their 
chances of career success and become an IT 
leader. Of course, they should stay on top of 
rapidly evolving technology. Of course, they 
should get outside of the IT cocoon and 
understand the business they are supporting. 

But I often o�er this simple prescription for 
success: listen. Listen to what people are 
saying. Ask people for their advice. And then 
take their answers to your questions and use 
them to better inform your own answers.

And I’m not just talking about your direct 
reports.  I’m talking about people farther down 
in the hierarchy who may be in better touch 
with the latest technology – and that includes 
millennials who have just joined your team. 

These days, everyone needs to be able to 
pivot faster than before. Listening can play a 
big part in making this happen. 

KBR is one of the world’s largest engineering, 
energy and government services companies, 
with a history stretching back more than 100 
years. The business (formerly known as 
Kellogg Brown & Root) is involved in areas 
ranging from o�shore oil drilling to space 
exploration.

My team of 400 IT professionals serves two 
sets of customers. One is the 20,000 KBR 
employees, who work in some 40 countries 
across all 24 time zones. The other is the end 
customers of KBR. The more e�ectively we 
serve our internal customers in helping them 
do their jobs, the better the outcome for our 
external ones – and for KBR itself. 

TAKEAWAYS

01. The more e�ectively IT serves 
its internal customers in helping 
them do their jobs, the better 
the outcome for the company’s 
end customers. 

02. Every IT team today is being 
asked to contribute to revenue. 
One way service companies 
can do this is by reducing 
startup times for employees 
new to the company or to a 
project, so that billable work 
can begin sooner. 

03. Analytics can save lives. By 
combining, centralizing, and 
analyzing past safety data, 
future safety problems can 
be avoided. 

TIME WASTED WHILE AN 
EMPLOYEE WAITS FOR A 
PIECE OF EQUIPMENT OR 
A PIECE OF SOFTWARE IS 
TIME THAT THE EMPLOYEE 
ISN’T DOING BILLABLE 
WORK FOR A CUSTOMER.

IN CANADA, WE'VE 
ALREADY SAVED ONE LIFE 
WITH THIS TYPE OF 
TECHNOLOGY.

EVERYONE NEEDS TO BE 
ABLE TO PIVOT FASTER 
THAN BEFORE. LISTENING 
CAN PLAY A BIG PART IN 
MAKING THIS HAPPEN. 
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THE FINAL WORD
WHEN THE ELEPHANTS DANCE 

There is a group of industries that at HCL 
we call MEGA industries. Or, to be precise, 
MEGALT industries.  

These are verticals that comprise large 
businesses with large asset bases, whose 
customers are often themselves large 
companies. Industries like: 

Manufacturing. Energy and Utilities. 
Oil & Gas. Aerospace and defense.

These giants of the business world aren’t 
exactly the sort of companies that come to 
mind when you think of the darlings of the 
digital economy. In fact, one can almost 
imagine them as elephants having circles run 
around them by nimbler “born-digital” rabbits. 
Nothing, however, can be further from the 
truth. Their mega-size is only part of the story. 
Increasingly, these companies are realizing 
that they indeed have the potential to be agile 
and nimble – that they, too, can be light on 
their feet. And the word light points us toward 

two other verticals whose businesses are often 
large and asset-heavy: 

Logistics and transportation. Travel and 
hospitality. 

So, can these MEGALT businesses truly 
compete, even prevail over, their born-digital 
rivals? Well, there is a saying: When the 
elephants dance, the rabbits must be careful.  
And if these big businesses have the potential 
to challenge their nimbler rivals, how do they 
realize that potential?

In my work with companies in these industries, 
I’ve found some general principles that can 
help asset-heavy mega-businesses use digital 
technology e�ectively to become light on 
their feet:

Digitize the process, not the front-end. Unlike 
digital technologies that focus on delivering 
user experience and front-end e�ciencies, the 
MEGALT industries typically aim at delivering 
process e�ciency. Because each process is 
responsible for billions of dollars in cost, 
digitizing the front end, while attractive, is not 
where the real value from digitization comes 
from. 

It’s all about the data. While modern 
technologies generate a ton of data, making 
sense of what is relevant is quite another 
challenge. It requires domain knowledge 
coupled with an appreciation of technology to 
create value from all the data that these 
MEGALT enterprises generate. These companies 
are now investing in serious data science and 
data management capabilities to help achieve 
the same.

Build a common core. For most of these 
companies, critical systems of record data 
reside in core ERP / MES / PLM applications. 
Instead of their enterprise architecture 
eliminating the common core, it focuses on 
creating connecting tissue that can help 
modern applications e�ectively use this data.

Adopt integrated solutions rather than 
point-focused solutions. Businesses today 
cannot a�ord to lose the time and money that 
results from multiple stand-alone systems – 
systems with multiple log-ins, dashboards and 
back-ends, and with disconnected analytics 
that generate little in the way of useful insights. 
Yes, point-focused solutions may seem 
necessary and urgent in response to an 
immediate need in a particular vertical. But in 
the long run, businesses must adopt solutions 

that unite the front- and back-end operations, 
and incorporate end-to-end processes. They 
need a platform that furthers their strategic 
vision by catering to all the present business 
requirements while being scalable enough to 
meet future technological and business 
advancements.

Reimagine your apps and infrastructure. 
Undertake a systematic review of all your 
apps, identifying those that are drivers of 
innovation or needed to scale, as well as those 
that you can simply maintain or retire. And 
remove the traditional barrier between apps 
and infrastructure. This integration of 
transformative apps with traditional 
infrastructure – transforming servers, storage 
and networking into software-defined 
infrastructure – will streamline IT operations, 
reduce complexity, lower costs, and enable 
automation, leading to greater agility, 
predictability, and manageability in 
infrastructure environments.

This isn’t a comprehensive playbook for 
transforming mega-businesses into digital 
powerhouses. But it provides some 
approaches that can help these businesses 
become more nimble, agile, and capable of 
speedy responses, in an ever-changing 
business environment. Although we may not 
be seeing a lot of this yet, these elephants are 
surely able and beginning to dance. 

***
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