
Is a CIO Only Effective When the Lights are Already On? 

Many times I’ve been hired to fulfil the top IT job for a company, call it what you will – CIO, IT 

Director, etc. Each time an interview has displayed a company keen to embrace a strategic approach 

to utilise technology to take them into the future in this digital age, recognising their past failings 

and prior ignorance of the role that ‘IT’ can play in their organisation.  

Generally I think there is agreement that the role of a technology department within a company is 

two pronged. Firstly, keep the lights on. Secondly, introduce new, innovative technologies to support 

competitiveness and company growth. I think there would also be agreement that the second can’t 

be performed until the first has been achieved. 

So, in accepting these CIO roles I have found that I walk into these environments and find the lights 

are flickering and this is where we run into problems - but not the ones you may initially think. Sure, 

there are technical issues but the technical issues come from political issues and very rapidly I find 

that the attitude of embracing the strategic approach and moving into the future has found a really 

good hiding place and I’m left expected to wave a magic wand and fix all the technical issues while 

fighting the cause of this situation in the first place - the politics and micromanagement of the 

ultimate cost centre (IT). Scratch the surface of the smiling politician who wants to move into the 

future and we find political decisions that are anything but strategic and don’t support a robust 

technical environment - like allowing anyone to buy any type of computer they want, from 

anywhere and install any software they like on it as long as it allows them to do their job and keep 

the operations wheels turning. I won’t digress into the Shadow IT debate. 

Ok, back to reality and the shiny new innovation hat put back in the cupboard. Roll the sleeves up 

and get to work to bandage things and get some quick wins while also trying to be mindful of the 

bigger picture. At the same time playing the business leader role and defining policies, standards, 

SLAs, managing vendors, partners, etc. in an environment that just doesn’t understand the need for 

these things. After all, everyone can get a network working at home nowadays right? What’s the 

difference with a company? Just put everything in the magic Cloud and then we don’t need to pay 

for those screwdriver guys. 

I’m sure you’re all familiar with this situation. This then brings up the question – what is the role of a 

CIO? I’ve seen a number of articles and discussions in recent history asking this and there seems to 

be two distinct camps. The first camp wears the CIO badge with pride and is happy to keep the lights 

on and leave the innovation and strategy to the new breed of CDO that has sprung up from 

seemingly nowhere. The second camp staunchly believes that the CDO is a made up role that should 

be covered by the CIO and that an IT Manager should be the one focussing on keeping the lights on 

while they take up the business role of leading the company into the future of the digital age. 

Which camp are you in? I’m not suggesting that either of the aforementioned prongs is not within 

the remit of the CIO but are you, as a CIO, only really effective when the lights are already on? 


