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IT is dead! Long live IT
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With technology becoming more pervasive in the business world — from executives permanently attached to their BlackBerrys to the dropping price of wireless technologies like RFID — one would seem justified in thinking today's technology executives need to be more and more tech savvy.

Not so, and in fact quite the opposite, according to speakers and guests at this year's IT Executive Think Tank, a retreat for CEOs and technology executives held in Kananaskis, Alta. Furthermore, it appears the changing role of tech executives is symptomatic of a larger transformation taking place in IT — the gradual removal of technology itself as a defining element.

“Increasingly, success and competitive differentiation in IT will be a function of who is best at managing technology, not who has the best technology,” says futurist and author Nicholas Carr. His infamous Harvard Business Review article “IT Doesn't Matter” still sparks debate with its contention that IT has reached commodity status in the business world.

Tech removal isn't happening by accident. Tech executives are initiating it to address what is arguably their biggest challenge: business-IT alignment. Consistently cited as one of IT's most pressing issues, the challenging part is perhaps best illustrated by IT's lack of visibility at the highest echelons of corporate Canada.

 “Do boards engage in discussions about IT strategy or metrics? No,” said Irv Koop, president of IKO Resources Inc. and former executive vice-president at Westcoast Energy Inc. Once a year at the budget review meeting, the vice-president for administration has 45 minutes to present a budget, with IT making up one or two line items, Koop says.

In broad terms, business-IT alignment means making sure departmental and company objectives are in sync, giving IT a greater say in executive and boardroom discussions, and ultimately elevating IT's status as providing strategic value, not glorified tech support.

To this end, tech removal is happening at three levels: leadership, language and organization.

Leadership Taking tech out of the CIO Chief information officers today need to be executives first, technologists second. They are part project managers, part business architects and, perhaps most telling, part sales representatives. In fact, today's CIO is just as likely to have a degree in corporate finance or marketing as one in computer science.

“In virtually any executive position, part of your role is sales,” said Don Ferris, chief operating officer of Mawer Investment Management. “IT people need to put themselves in the shoes of management and sell their value in terms of benefits at that level.” As Mike Finlayson, the national manager of information systems at Toyota Canada, puts it, “I see myself as head marketing manager for the IT organization.” For Allen Borak, vice-president of information services at Canadian Pacific Railway, “it's a communication issue. You've got to get out from behind your desk and talk to people.”

Language Taking tech out of the lexicon Like most other professions, IT has its own language. But with other professions, at some point different dialects eventually get translated into a commonly understood business language. Speaking in such a language, moving away from what philosopher John Ralston Saul calls “the technobabble,” is the next stage of tech removal taking place across IT. “We don't even use the term ‘information technology' in our relationship with the business any more,” said Michael Danyluk, CIO at Petro-Canada. “Instead we use terms like information management, information services, or business enablement.”

Other words, such as scalability, security, backward compatibility and interoperability, may be important concepts to a senior technologist but not to a senior executive. Indeed one of the most important lessons CIOs have learned in recent years — particularly those who have been promoted from within IT — is that decisions at the executive and board levels aren't driven by discovery or innovation but by maximizing profit and minimizing risk. “It's important to talk the right language: bottom line, dollars, margins and how we change the business. . .not IT terminology or metrics,” says Stephen Pownall, global CIO at Pilkington Brothers PLC.

In Finlayson's experience, “business doesn't want to hear about IT or (technology) governance any more than they want to talk about e-mail. In communicating with the board or CEO, I need to talk directly to company-wide goals.”

Organization Taking tech out of IT IT staffers increasingly find themselves working alongside people in finance, marketing and HR, and in some cases, even clients. CNN may have introduced us to embedded journalism, but IT departments are following suit in embedding themselves into the business units they support. This approach has led to at least part of the success of Calgary's new 311 project, an information service for every city program and one with obvious reliance on information systems, says Ingy Randhawa, the city's CIO.

“We embedded IT people directly into the appropriate political offices. We didn't talk about technology but about time-boxed deliverables,” Randhawa said. “Even when we went to visit technology vendors, we took business people and politicians with us, and the focus was still not on technology but on end-goals.”

The Future The great IT disappearing act With some notable exceptions — data centres, network infrastructure, help desks, etc. — IT departments, as we know them, are becoming a thing of the past. Looking 20 years forward, Toyota's Finlayson says, “we'll be integrated into business areas, where each business area looks at IT as part of their unit.”

With the IT department disappearing, so, too, will the CIO, some say. As an extension of his “IT Doesn't Matter” thesis, Carr envisions corporate computing being offered on a plug-and-play utility basis, like electricity or heat. As for what this means for the CIO, Carr defers to legendary American Airlines IT executive Max Hopper, who famously said in 1990, “Trumpeting the appointment of a new chief information officer will seem as anachronistic as a company today naming a new vice president for water and gas.” While it's not a unanimous sentiment, more tech executives today have accepted tech removal and IT's disappearance as possibilities, if not realities. Finlayson contends that “specialists will exist — or be provided by external vendors — for centralized, operational excellence functions, but today's CIO will be gone.”
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