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Introduction
A NOTE FROM OWEN MCCALL

Dear Readers,

Welcome to my e-book!

Today's IT team is charged with delivering value to their organisation through the 
effective use of information and technology.  This is a simple enough mandate to 
understand however delivering on this is easier said than done.  CIO’s and their 
teams face a number of barriers that make delivering value difficult.  One of the 
biggest issues is that IT teams do not control the value they create.  Delivering value 
through IT requires a joint effort between IT and all other departments within the 
organisation.  No other department is so dependent on effective cooperation as IT.
    
This interdependence, which IT has on other teams, means that to be successful IT 
teams need to operate predominantly through peer to peer influence rather than 
direct management and leadership.  As a result, ensuring your team can work 
effectively across the organisation is critical to your ability to deliver value.  
Unfortunately, it is a very rare IT team indeed that has widespread influencing skills 
within their team.  Let’s face it, influencing others is not a skill that comes naturally 
to a lot of IT people. 

We shouldn't be surprised by this, after all IT has always been full of introverts and 
most people do not go into technology because of their love and desire to be with 
others.  In fact for many it is exactly the opposite.  We are attracted to technology 
because we find the solace in our own company and enjoy the logical challenge of 
working out solutions to problems on our own.  
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This problem solving skill, sometimes wrapped in superb creativity, is one of the 
superpowers that many IT people are blessed with.  But it comes at a cost.  While our very 
best technical people are awesome problem solvers they sometimes struggle to 
effectively communicate with their non IT business peers.

This eBook is a collection of blogs that I have written over the years on the topic of 
influence.  My hope is that by reading these blogs you will begin to engage with and 
explore the tools of influence.

A NOTE FROM OWEN MCCALL



Chapter 1
THE CHIEF INFLUENCING OFFICER

“I have always thought that success as a CIO ultimately comes down to your ability 
to be influential. It’s true that influence is important in many roles and essential for 

executive roles, but in no other roll is it as important as for the CIO.” 

The CIOs is often the only executive role where you are not directly responsible or 
involved in the delivery of organisational value and there is no legal or compliance 
need for the role.  This is changing slowly as technology is increasingly embedded 
into products and services and as we create business models, which are completely 
dependent on online delivery, but it is still the norm.

Think about it.  Value creation is usually led by a COO with support from sales 
marketing and some form of product or service delivery function. Other executive 
mainstays include the CFO, human resource and often risk and legal.  While these 
are clearly important business roles they have significant legal and compliance 
issues at their heart.

Then there is the CIO.  In most traditional businesses it is cast as a support function 
yet there is no legislation that says you must use technology.  

The only rationale for investing in technology is that you believe it will make your 
business better at what it does. Under these circumstances there should be no 
confusion on why the role exists, add value or perish, and perhaps the only real 
question worth asking is how?  How do you add value when there is no mandate and 
the role is not directly involved in value creation?  The only answer I have come up 
with is by being influential with colleagues across the business.  Which begs 
another question, how do you become influential?
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THE CHIEF INFLUENCING OFFICER

There are a lot of books and seminars out there that will teach you all sorts of 
techniques to help you influence others, however I have always been a believer that 
at the end of the day results count.  If you want to be influential in the long term 
then consistently produce the results that your organisation wants, needs and 
expects.  For the CIO that can mean only one thing, deliver value.  Technology 
delivers value to the enterprise in a number of different ways and each one 
contributes to your ability to be influential:

1. Employees use technology to make their daily jobs easier to do, however if 
your systems are not available when they should be then work stops. The first 
value stream for the CIO to deliver then is reliable systems so work doesn't 
stop.  In reality this isn't so much about delivering value as it is the removal of 
an irritant and destroyer of value and influence.

2. Cost effective.  Like it or not organisations run to the heartbeat of money.  It 
doesn't matter whether you are a for profit, a not for profit or a government 
department, it is money that makes organisations run.  If you want to be 
influential you need to be able to demonstrate that you are an effective 
manager of money.  If you are seen as being a person who is careless with 
money your influence will be diminished and people will wonder if you even 
understand the basics of business and management.

3. Optimise the current business.  This is where value creation and influence 
really starts.  This value stream is about making the business as a whole 
more efficient and effective at what they do.  IT contributes to this in two 
fundamental ways. Firstly through process automation, which improves 
organisational efficiency and secondly through the improved use of 
information, which supports improved decision making.  CIOs who can 
successfully deliver change programmes that optimise their organisation are 
very powerful and influential indeed.
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THE CHIEF INFLUENCING OFFICER

4. Create new value.  We hear a lot these days about new and disruptive 
business models and more often than not the new business models are made 
possible by innovative uses of existing or new technology.  Whether it is the 
creation of new products and services, the ability to access new markets or 
customers or simply a much cheaper way to serve an existing need this is 
perhaps best described as the CIO as alchemist, creating value when none 
previously existed. 

“So more than any other C Suite role, to be effective, as CIO you need to be 
influential.”  

To become influential you need to consistently deliver value to the organisation and 
by meeting the organisation's needs and expectations starting with the most basic 
until all needs are met.   If you do this as a CIO, while you might not be the CEO, you 
are likely to be the architect of the organisation's future and highly influential in 
your company, across your industry and within the IT community.
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I have been a fan of 1Stephen Covey's 7 habits for a long time now.  It has been very 
influential in how I look at the world and how I live my life, despite my constant 
failures to live up to the habits. It has also been influential in my understanding of 
what you need to do to be successful in realising the value of technology for 
organisations that I work with. You can see the influence of Covey's work in my 
ideas. For example, the concept of competence before influence is built out of 
Covey's private victory.
     
Despite this influence, I have never sat down and mapped Covey's 7 habits and how 
they can help CIOs with the task of creating value from IT.  The other day it struck me 
that this is something that I should do and so here is part one of the Seven Habits of 
Highly Effective CIOs.

Get in touch

“Proactive CIOs 
realise that while 

they may not control 
circumstances how 

they respond to 
circumstances has a 
major influence on 

outcomes.”

Habit 1: Be proactive. This is all about taking 
personal responsibility and Covey takes 
"response-able" literally when he says that 
effective people understand that they have a 
choice in all situations about how they feel and 
how they act.  Effective people do not let fate, 
circumstance, or other external stimuli dictate 
their decisions and actions.  As you would expect 
with the first habit be proactive sets the 
foundation on which ask the other habits are built.

17 Habits of Highly Effective People; Dr. Stephen  R. Covey 1989

Chapter 2
THE 7 HABITS OF HIGHLY EFFECTIVE CIOs - PART 1
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For the CIO habit 1 tells us that we need to accept and understand that when it 
comes to delivering value from technology we are "response-able".  Yes, there are 
plenty of circumstances and stimuli in the external world that may make this seem 
like a difficult task however we need to be proactive in managing the circumstances 
and make sure that these circumstances do not control us or our actions.

“Proactive CIOs realise that while they may not control circumstances how they 
respond to circumstances has a major influence on outcomes.”

Indeed, much of what a CIO does comes down to proactive influencing.  That may be 
influencing the IT team around improving service levels, it maybe influencing your 
peers across the business that IT can in fact add value to them and their team and 
that IT has the capability to deliver that value for and with them.

Habit 2:  Begin with the end in mind.  This is all about goal setting.  Having decided 
to be proactive you then need to define what it is that you want to achieve.  Habit 2 is 
based upon the notion that all things are created twice.  There is a mental (first) 
creation, and a physical (second) creation.  The physical creation follows the mental, 
just as a building follows a blueprint.

If you follow my writing you will know that I believe that the goal of the CIO and the IT 
team is to use technology and information to add value for the organisation.  

Get in touch
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THE 7 HABITS OF HIGHLY EFFECTIVE CIOs - PART 1

If you accept this as the overall goal, then habit 2 guides us to specifically define 
what value means for your organisation.  You need to answer questions like:

● What is an appropriate level of service to provide to our users?
● How much money should we spend on IT and how should it be spent?
● What processes and activities can we enable?
● What decisions can we assist with through timely information and what    

decisions can we automate?

Then you need to socialise and agree the answers to these questions with your peers 
across the business and within your team so they understand where you are 
heading and what is expected of them.

Habit 3:  Put first things first.  This is all about prioritising what you do and 
ensuring that you do the most important things first.  The most important things 
are those things that add the most value and contribute the most to our ability to 
achieve the goals you have established in habit 2.

Exactly what those things are will vary across organisations and over time however 
the IT Hierarchy of Needs provides us with guidance on what this should be 
depending on how mature you are and on what needs you have successfully met 
and what needs are still outstanding.
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THE 7 HABITS OF HIGHLY EFFECTIVE CIOs - PART 1

● If the services you are providing to your users are not reliable and you 
struggle to effectively deliver your projects, then you need to focus on 
improving your internal delivery capability, so you can and do deliver reliable 
services.

● If the services you deliver are reliable, but you are seen as being slow, 
bureaucratic or expensive then you need to focus on streamlining and 
simplifying your processes, your customer responses, and your systems.

● If the services you deliver are perceived to meet the user’s needs and as being 
efficient and effective, then your focus needs to be on beginning to leverage 
what you have for the greater benefit of the organisation.   A key step in this is 
to determine what is the long-term digital platform that you will create and 
leverage for the organisation.

● If you have created the code of your digital platform, your focus then needs to 
shift to how do we leverage this to add even more value.
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THE 7 HABITS OF HIGHLY EFFECTIVE CIOs - PART 1

The private victory.  Living habits 1 to 3 form what Covey calls the private victory. 
When you have achieved the private victory you have the ability to own your actions 
and outcomes without the need to blame or justify.  If you are anything like me 
catching yourself moving to blame or justification is an ongoing process.  The 
private victory isn't so much about being perfect (and therefore practically 
non-human) as it is about catching yourself moving into blame and justification 
and then moving past it to a proactive response.

“For a CIO and IT team you achieve your private victory when you have demonstrated 
that you are a professionally competent IT team for your organisation.”

 I believe there are four key outcomes that show you have achieved professional 
competence and IT's private victory:

● IT services and stable and operate when and where users expect them.
● You deliver the vast majority of your projects on time, to budget and the 

solution is capable of delivering the desired benefits.
● People from across the business (and customers of your services outside 

your business if appropriate) find you easy to engage with.
● You are fiscally responsible and manage your budgets and funds well.

“When you have demonstrated that you are technically competent, your peers 
across the business will treat you with professional respect.  They will also begin to 

wonder what else you might be able to do for them and this will begin to open up 
discussions around creating the public victory.”
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Chapter 3
THE 7 HABITS OF HIGHLY EFFECTIVE CIOs - PART 
2

“The CIO role is complex and difficult, and if you hope to be successful in the 

long-term you need to look after yourself.”

Get in touch

“Both empathy 
and curiosity 

about your 
colleagues will 

lead you to 
understand 

what their win is 
and set you up 
to think about 
how to deliver 

it.”

Habit 4:  Think win-win.  This instructs us to have an 
“everyone can win” attitude.  Win-win sees life as a 
cooperative arena, not a competitive one.   Win-win is 
a frame of mind and heart that constantly seeks 
mutual benefit in all human interactions.  Win-win 
means agreements or solutions are mutually 
beneficial and satisfying. 

Covey goes so far as to say that if you can’t get win- 
win, then no deal is an OK option and much better 
than the alternative of win- lose.

For a CIO, this leads us to think about all of our work 
from the perspective that everyone can win for any 
initiatives undertaken as well as ensuring that on an 
ongoing day to day basis that both the users of IT and 
the IT team win.

In fact, in its ideal form think win-win would become win, win, win.  The 
organisation wins, the customers/users win and the IT team wins.  In order to 
think win-win you need to be able to think from multiple perspectives rather than 
our human default of thinking primarily (or perhaps only from our own 
perspective).
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THE 7 HABITS OF HIGHLY EFFECTIVE CIOs - PART 
2

In my experience there are two states of mind that can lead us to thinking from 
multiple perspectives.  The first is empathy, which is the ability to understand and 
share the feelings of another.  Empathy is probably the preferred approach.  However 
for those of us that struggle with empathy, curiosity works as well.  Get curious 
about the other person, their point of view and understanding why they believe what 
they believe.  Both empathy and curiosity about your colleagues will lead you to 
understand what their win is and set you up to think about how to deliver it.

Habit 5:  Seek first to understand, then to be understood.  This asks us to listen to 
people sincerely and understand their needs before we worry about being 
understood.  This is not particularly natural for most people.  Our default reaction is 
to seek first to be understood; you want to get your point across.  And in doing so, 
you tend to ignore the other person completely, pretend that you're listening, 
selectively hear only certain parts of the conversation or attentively focus on only 
the words being said, but miss the meaning entirely.

“For a CIO, 'seek first to understand' asks us to listen to our customers before you try 
and explain the IT view. Understand their needs and frustrations before you begin 

trying to justify IT's performance, or lack of performance.”

Habit 5 asks us to REALLY LISTEN and understand.  Do this through your empathy 
or curiosity skills mentioned above.  When you really understand your customers’ 
needs and can explain it back to them so they agree with you, you understand, then 
begin to explain your view.  Having invested the time to truly understand your 
customer’s wants and issues opens up the communication channels.  Better yet, in 
my experience you will find out that what your colleagues and customers want is 
actually quite reasonable.  Usually what your colleagues want are systems that work, 
projects that deliver as promised and customer service that is friendly and keeps 
them informed of what is happening.
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THE 7 HABITS OF HIGHLY EFFECTIVE CIOs - PART 
2

Habit 6:  Synergise.  This asks that you work cooperatively to achieve more than 
would be possible if you worked separately.  Quite literally synergy means "two 
heads are better than one.”

Synergy doesn't just happen on its own.  It's a process, and through that process, 
people bring all their personal experience and expertise to the table.  Together, they 
can produce far better results than they could individually.  Synergy lets us discover 
jointly things we are much less likely to discover by ourselves.  It is the idea that the 
whole is greater than the sum of the parts.  One plus one equals three, or six, or sixty 
- you name it.

For the CIO, habit six asks that you work cooperatively across the organisation and 
within IT to come up with solutions that support the users as they want to be 
supported, delivers value to the organisation and allows IT to successfully deliver 
and support the agreed solutions.

There are many articles and books out there that will make recommendations on 
how to do this. They range from simple brainstorming processes, various root cause 
analysis techniques, innovation processes, hackathons, cross functional, self 
managing self selecting teams and many others. They pretty much all work if done 
well.

“Personal renewal is important for a CIO.”

Pick some that work for you and operate well within your corporate culture, commit 
to it and most of all, focus on thinking win-win through the process.
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THE 7 HABITS OF HIGHLY EFFECTIVE CIOs - PART 
2

The public victory. These three habits culminating in synergy form what Covey calls 
the public victory.  The public victory delivers value to the organisation above and 
beyond what can be delivered by the individual people or departments.

For the CIO and organisational use of IT, the public victory ultimately creates a 
coherent IT or digital platform that is leveraged to deliver above market returns to 
the organisation.  In effect, the public victory underpins the organisation’s ability to 
become a digital leader.

Habit 7: Sharpen the saw.  This sets out the requirements to renew yourself 
regularly to ensure you preserve and enhance your greatest asset - you.  Covey 
defines a balanced program for self-renewal in the four areas of your life: physical, 
social/emotional, mental, and spiritual.

Personal renewal is important for a CIO. The role of the CIO is complex and difficult, 
and if you hope to be successful in the long-term you need to look after yourself.

For a CIO, however, ‘sharpen the saw’ goes further than personal renewal.  It also 
implies renewal of your systems to make sure they are maintained properly and 
constantly improved and perhaps, most importantly, renewing your knowledge of 
what's possible for your organisation from the use of technology and information.
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Chapter 4
THE CIO’s FIRST ORDER OF BUSINESS

After months of preparation and work across the organisation, today was the day 
that I would discuss the proposed IT strategy with the chief executive.  It wasn’t the 
first time we had talked about what our IT strategic direction should be or how IT 
would support and enable the business but this was the first time that all this 
thinking was in one document for a full discussion.  The team had done a great job 
pulling all this work together and I was both excited and a little nervous about the 
conversation to come.

The time came and I walked into his office.  His first words to me were not “Hello, 
Owen, how’s things?”  No, his first words were “Why are there no sales reports 
today?” My heart sunk.  This represented two problems.  Firstly, retailers live by the 
daily sales and margin reports in much the same way that people say an army 
marches on its stomach and secondly, I was not aware that there had been a 
problem with the sales reports.  If I was I would have gotten in first with an update 
on why and what we were doing about it.

Over the next hour or so (it seemed much longer) our discussion was focused on 
why there were no sales reports and how I and my team were so incompetent that 
we couldn’t produce something as critical and simple as sales reports.  We barely 
mentioned the IT strategy, which was probably just as well as he wasn’t in a 
listening mood.

As I left the meeting I was gutted. I went back to my desk and contemplated the 
injustice of it all, or perhaps more accurately I felt sorry for myself.  It wasn’t too long 
though before I began to move to action.
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THE CIO’s FIRST ORDER OF BUSINESS

Firstly, let’s deal with the urgent. What had happened to the sales reports, when 
could we expect them to be distributed and how come I didn’t know as I was meant 
to be alerted of all P1s (high priority system faults/incidents)?  As it happens I had 
decided reports were not critical as they don’t stop trading or our global supply 
chain.  I changed that decision!

The sales reports were delivered just after lunch along with an explanation of why it 
happened and what we were changing so it wouldn’t happen again.  Now I began to 
reflect on the implications of the morning. As time went by I realised that this 
meeting was symbolic of one of the most important lessons I ever learnt as a CIO.

Professionally, my goal has always been to use technology to add value to the 
organisations I have worked for or consulted to.  Over the years I had learnt that to 
add real and significant value requires two things.

Get in touch

“Before you 
can be 

influential you 
need to be 

seen as 
fundamentally 

competent.”

● You have to be strategically relevant, that is, you 
have to understand your business and the issues 
your peers are dealing with on a daily basis.  This is 
particularly so where the issues relate to the 
customers and markets you serve and how your 
organisation differentiates itself to compete in 
these markets.

● You have to be influential with your peers so that 
when you talk knowledgeably about how IT can 
deliver value to the business or how IT was altering 
the competitive landscape, they listen.
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THE CIO’s FIRST ORDER OF BUSINESS

I had no hope of being influential at that meeting with my CEO because in his mind, 
at that moment, I was seen as being incompetent.  So it was stuck in my mind, as a 
CIO the first order of business is to be competent.  For a CIO, core competence 
means:

1. The organisation’s systems are reliable and run when needed and when the 
users expect them to run;

2. We deliver projects on budget, within a reasonable time frame and with the 
functionality and user experience that is expected;

3. We are a prudent and effective steward of the organisation’s resources 
particularly cash.

When you do these things well, people begin to acknowledge that you are competent 
and worth listening to.  If you add fantastic customer experience to this core 
competence, then you begin to create advocates. Advocates are gold because not 
only do they say great things about you but they trust you, listen to you, and are 
open to influence.

This is where true partnership begins and through partnering with your peers comes 
the real and tangible opportunity to create value.”
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Chapter 5
THE CHALLENGE OF BEST PRACTICE

Our industry is obsessed with best practice.  If you are not at best practice then 
most commentators will suggest that you probably will not be long in your current 
role.  As a consultant I spent years selling the advantages and importance of best 
practice to my clients.  It was their ticket to superior performance.  As a CIO however, 
I have discovered that best practices, as we know them, aren’t all they’re cracked up 
to be.  Let me explain.

First, the term has become abused and misused.  As I understand it best practice 
represents “a method or technique that has consistently shown results superior to 
those achieved with other means, and that is used as a benchmark.”  Yet every 
vendor claims that their products and services are best practice.  These days most 
large companies have implemented an ERP and all ERP vendors claim to deliver best 
practice.  But if 90+% of the market have some version of ERP how can it be best 
practice?  Isn’t that common practice?  You can’t get “superior results” if you are 
fundamentally the same as 90% of the market.  By the way, I am not trying to pick on 
ERPs here.  This is true of all segments of our market.

Second, I am not aware of any research that shows a correlation between the 
implementation of best practices across the organisation and organisational 
performance. The research suggests the opposite.  That the best performing 
organisations are not those that have pervasive best practice implementations but 
those that know who they are and what they stand for and then focus relentlessly on 
that differentiation. 

For example, in “Good to Great” Jim Collins argues that great companies do not do 
many things well but rather do one thing better than anyone else.  He warns that 
straying too far from a company’s established strengths is likely to be harmful to 
the attainment of greatness.
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THE CHALLENGE OF BEST PRACTICE

Finally, best practices, if they truly are best practices, are not implementable by 
most organisations.  They simply do not have the required capabilities and despite 
what we may want to believe you cannot simply magic up new capabilities with a 
training course and slick change management programme.  Capabilities are built 
over time.  It’s like running a marathon.

You can’t simply decide to do it, put your shoes on and run a “best practice” 
marathon.  You have to train for it and if you are in the sort of physical condition I 
am, the training most likely starts by turning off Sky Sports and going for a walk 
and building over time until you can jog consistently and so it goes on. 
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THE CHALLENGE OF BEST PRACTICE

While most people can get to run a marathon after six months of training it takes 
years of dedication and work to get to world class, to get to best practice.  Worse 
than that if you actually tried to run a marathon (let alone a world class marathon) 
without doing any training you will likely cause yourself serious harm.  Yet this is 
exactly what many companies try to do.  A six month project to move us from where 
we are today to best practice, world class.  It doesn’t work.   It might get you to novice 
stage, your first marathon, but that is not best practice. 

“What I learnt as a CIO is that moving toward best practice is a long term journey, 
and that as the leader of the journey understanding “next practice” is more 

important than best practice.”

Next practice, as the name implies, is the next step you need to take in your journey.  
Most people can see the next step and believe they can take that next step.  Talk to 
them about some far off best practice and they can’t “see it” and they don’t 
understand what they can do today to move in the right direction.  It’s just too far 
away, too abstract and not implementable.

So, as a leader, forget best practice. Instead, focus yourself and your team on next 
practice, know what you stand for and seek to become genuinely better than 
everyone else in that one thing.
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Chapter 6
SISTER ACT:  A TALE OF TWO INFLUENCERS

Sister one, Katie arrived home after a long day’s work. Katie greeted me as I came in 
with a bright and cheerful "Hi, Dad." I said, "Hi” back and continued on.  I headed 
upstairs dropped my briefcase and got changed.  I then headed back down to the 
family and greeted them all properly.  As I did this, Katie asked me if I would like a 
glass of wine.  Yes, please.  A red would be lovely.  Umm, something's up.  Katie's 
always helpful, but this was unusual.  She brought me a glass of wine, my favourite 
central Otago pinot.  I took a sip and relaxed.  Later that evening, after tea Kate came 
and sat beside me with her notebook in hand.  "Dad the school has an exchange trip 
to Germany later this year.  The purpose of the trip is to help the students with their 
German language skills and to give us the opportunity to see Germany and German 
culture first-hand.  The trip is for two weeks and costs $5000.  Normally you give us 
a deal that if we raise half the money you will pay for the rest.  I have worked out in 
my notebook what I would need to do to raise my half in time for the trip including 
earning some spending money.”  She handed over her notebook to me and showed 
me her workings.  I asked her a few clarifying questions, which she answered simply 
and matter of factly.  Then, she said, "I really like German and I think this trip would 
help me get even better grades.  Can I go?

Now I knew why I got the royal treatment when I got home, but the answer was easy.  
"Yes, of course you can go.”

Sister two, Emily arrived home after a long day’s work.  Emily came running right at 
me and yelled "Dad, can I have $5000?"  I was taken aback both by the request itself 
and the forcefulness with which it was presented.  "What are you talking about?  No 
wait, let me go upstairs and change.  "But Dad! Oh, it isn't fair", and she huffed off to 
her room.  Unsurprisingly, Katie has a reputation in our family for having me 
wrapped around her little finger and getting whatever she wants.  In a more formal 
context, however, we would say that Katie is good at influencing others.  So, what 
can we learn from Katie?
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SISTER ACT:  A TALE OF TWO INFLUENCERS

As part of writing this column I asked her to explain what she does to get me to say 
yes.  Here is her answer:  

If you ask me to do something, I try and do it without having to be asked over and 
over.  This makes it much more likely that you will do what I want when I ask you 
(influence experts call this the law of reciprocity).  I know what you want and I make 
sure I give it to you (i.e. she provides value to me in return).

“With my children, what I want is to know that they have thought about things 
thoroughly and are committed rather than they just want to spend my money.”

In business this is likely to be some benefit like increased margins, reduced costs or 
some more personal organisational benefit).  I try and make it easy for you to say 
'yes'.

I don't just say what I want, I try to make the case for why it is a good idea and I give 
all the information I can.  If the first answer is 'no', I don't whine and moan but give 
you time to think about it.  I then come back and ask why or what can I do to get a 
yes (at this point I often give some advice on what they need to do to get a yes or 
make a counter offer for her to consider). 

I readily concede that there is more to influence than what Katie has set out here, 
however, this is a great start and well ahead of the skills demonstrated by many IT 
pro's. Too many take Emily's approach to influence making it really hard for people 
to say yes and then they wonder why their boss, their peers or their customers are so 
stupid. 

Lately, I have noticed that Emily has been getting coaching from Katie on how to get 
to yes.  Emily is improving, showing that the ability to influence is a learnable skill 
with a little will and work. 
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Chapter 7
DON’T SELL TECHNOLOGY, SATISFY NEEDS

I often get asked how I go about selling technology.  Sometimes, the question comes 
from technology company sales teams, other times from leaders of organisational IT 
teams.  It doesn’t really matter who is asking, because the answer is always the 
same: it depends on the needs of the customer.

I have learned this lesson several times, most memorably on presenting a business 
case for the implementation of a virtual desktop solution.  Taking a user and 
business focus, we deliberately set out to highlight the potential benefits to users 
and the business as a whole.  Consequently, the business case highlighted two key 
benefits.
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DON’T SELL TECHNOLOGY, SATISFY NEEDS

The first was productivity improvements for team members resulting from 
increased flexibility around where and when they worked.  A pilot provided insights 
into the impact this had on the team members’ hours of work and output.  The 
changes were impressive and supported the case that increased flexibility would 
increase productivity.

The second benefit was the potential to avoid a planned investment to increase the 
size of our offices, which were near to full capacity.  We believed this investment 
could be deferred by embracing flexible working arrangements enabled by the 
virtual desktop, which would effectively increase building capacity by some 20 
percent.

The case was well researched and had a very good return based on improved 
productivity and avoided costs. The plan was rejected.
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The bottom line is 

that selling 

technology isn’t 

the answer. 

Instead, satisfying 

people’s needs is.

The project team and the users who worked with us 
were devastated.  We went back and analysed what 
went wrong and two themes emerged:

● The executive did not see improved flexibility 
for employees as a need. They didn’t 
appreciate the link between improved 
flexibility, productivity and better results 
(after all, no jobs would be lost and no costs 
reduced).

● Remodeling the offices wasn’t an obstacle for 
the executive as any cost was seen as a good 
investment for the future.
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DON’T SELL TECHNOLOGY, SATISFY NEEDS

We had made a fundamental error: while the business case demonstrated 
substantial benefits to the company, they didn’t match the needs of our colleagues. 
What we perceived to be advantages simply weren’t on their list of requirements.

But that’s not the end of the story.  While this process was underway we were also 
conducting a business continuity/disaster preparedness exercise, sponsored by the 
CFO and performed at the request of the board.  It didn’t go all that well.

Among the many reasons for the difficulties experienced was the fact that being 
completely dependent on one office is a problem should that office suddenly not be 
available. We would have performed a lot better if our team had the flexibility to 
work from anywhere – something a virtual desktop infrastructure can provide.

We re-pitched the case: same costs, same timelines. Except this time, we 
emphasised the business continuity benefits it would provide, an issue fresh in the 
minds of our executives.  No other benefits were discussed and the business case 
was approved inside 10 minutes. 

Reflecting on what had transpired and what could be learned, the conclusion was 
pretty clear.  By any rational measure, our first business case was the more robust 
proposition.  Despite that, it wasn’t approved because it didn’t meet a burning need 
of the executive.  That’s precisely where the second, pretty basic, business case 
differed.  We could solve the business continuity problem starting the executives in 
the face, so they said ‘yes please’.  

The bottom line is that selling technology isn’t the answer. Instead, satisfying 
people’s needs is.
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