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Among the responsibilities of EDUCAUSE is
actively educating and informing college and
university executives about key issues related to
information technology. The goal is to create a
more realistic understanding of IT issues for
presidents, CFOs, chief academic officers, and
other institutional leaders. As part of this effort,
the two of us produced, in conjunction with the
American Council on Education (ACE), a semi-
nar titled “Strategic Management of Informa-
tion Technology: What Presidents Need to
Know.” However, rather than telling presidents
what they need to know, we developed a set of
myths about IT and then challenged the myths—
as a way to change all-too-common beliefs about
IT on campus. This new EDUCAUSE Review
department—IT Myths—will present one myth
in each issue of the magazine. We hope the de-
partment will allow discussions about the myths
and the realities of IT to be held on individual
campuses, creating a much-needed dialogue
about the management of IT and about its im-
pact beyond the CIO’s office. We look forward to
your comments about this department and to
your suggestions for other “myths” we have yet to
cover.

H
ave you ever heard, “If we could
just find a good CIO, these
problems would go away”? Cer-
tainly, having a strong and wise
leader at the top of the IT organ-

ization is important; however, having
such a person is not sufficient to effec-
tively integrate IT into a key part of the in-
stitutional strategy. In a number of recent
EDUCAUSE Review articles, the impor-
tance of involving the entire executive
team in IT issues has been emphasized: 

Hiring a CIO does not take technol-
ogy off the plates of these senior

leaders. Having a CIO is not a sur-
rogate for the active involvement of
the chief executive officer, the
chief academic officer, and the
chief financial officer in decision-
making related to information
technology across the functions of
the campus. Senior campus offi-
cers must take responsibility for
overseeing the systems that man-
age the information assets in their
domains of responsibility and for
working with each other and with
the CIO to maximize the institu-
tional effectiveness and efficiency
in using technology. Instead of ab-
dicating and distancing themselves
from IT, all senior officers must
learn more about IT, take more re-
sponsibility for IT, and engage in
ongoing education so that they can
assume these new responsibilities.
The CIO must be integrally in-
volved in shaping this education,
but ultimately the campus strategy
and the commitment of the execu-
tive team to work collaboratively
will be critical.1

In the not-too-distant past, most busi-
ness schools taught MBA students that
they were to be the stewards of financial
and human resources. But in the last fif-
teen years, the focus has expanded to
financial, human, and information re-
sources. Whether in a business or higher
education institution, thinking about
information assets and their manage-
ment is still a relatively new phenome-
non. Just like any other knowledge- and
innovation-based organizations, cam-
puses need to understand that the infor-

mation, information infrastructure, and
information systems on which each man-
ager depends are critical to the effective
functioning of the organization. The re-
sponsibility for these assets must be
shared by the entire executive team; it
cannot be relegated solely to the CIO. In a
knowledge-based organization, informa-
tion resources—along with the infrastruc-
ture and systems that undergird them—
are not an individual responsibility; they
are an institutional issue. As a result, in-
formation resources are the mutual re-
sponsibility of the entire executive team.

IT has implications across the institu-
tion. What unit doesn’t utilize informa-
tion technology or information re-
sources? But the use of information
technology and resources must be situ-
ated in the context of the specific unit.
Merely hiring a good CIO will be an inad-
equate strategy. Beyond the ubiquity of
technology, the shift from an analog to
digital world raises all sorts of new policy
and philosophical issues—issues that
must be weighed from the perspectives of
academic affairs, legal, fiscal, and so on.
Twenty-five years ago, the management
of technology was a service utility used by
a relatively small sector. Those days are
gone. The very nature of technology cuts
across boundaries and cannot be neatly
compartmentalized:

Although higher education has
historically been organized in ver-
tical administrative structures,
technology is a cross-cutting func-
tion, creating horizontal inter-
dependencies that require ad-
ministrators to manage these
campus-wide functions. This inter-
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dependent and nonhierarchical
characteristic of information tech-
nology implies that campus leader-
ship teams need to develop compe-
tencies within their own functional
areas and need to work jointly in
defining the strategic value of IT in-
vestments—in short, defining in-
formation technology in terms of
its instrumentality rather than as a
cost center.2

IT brings its greatest value to an institu-
tion when it is integrated, not when it is
isolated.

Beyond managing IT, the CIO, as an
institutional leader, should ensure that
the entire executive team asks a series of
strategic questions: 

1. Where do we want (or need) to be with IT? IT
is not an end in itself but rather is a
tool to support the institutional mis-
sion. That mission and the institu-
tional goals are the responsibility of
the executive team. Once these are de-
fined, various resources—including

IT—can be allocated to achieving
those goals. IT is not an end in itself.
Perhaps instead of asking where we
want to be with IT, it would be better to
ask where we want the institution to be
and then to consider IT’s role. 

2. Which programs are our top priorities for
limited IT resources? Determination of
the IT priorities hinges on the institu-
tional goals and priorities. However, a
campus would always like to do more
things than are possible. How is this
prioritization accomplished? In a Jan-
uary 2004 EQ article, Bob Weir, of
Northeastern University, suggested a

useful process and framework for
dealing with precisely this issue.3 This
process also helps to ensure that the
entire executive team is both in-
formed about and supportive of IT
initiatives.

3. How do we communicate priorities across
campus? The ethos of shared gover-
nance is pervasive in higher educa-
tion. To promote open communica-
tion, a campus needs to widely share
information about IT: campus IT in-

vestments, the progress of IT initia-
tives, and the assessment of these ef-
forts. Implementing ERP systems has
taught us that it is imperative to keep
the community informed—and, where
appropriate, involved. This involve-
ment should extend beyond IT com-
mittees because IT is embedded in vir-
tually all college and university
activities.

4. How do we align expectations with reality?
The alignment of institutional goals
and IT initiatives is critical to ensuring
optimal use of resources and to deliv-
ering value to the institution.4 No
campus leader should fall into the trap
of not actively managing expectations
of what a particular IT project will ac-
complish. In the absence of clearly ar-
ticulated expectations, people will
create their own. Only through clearly
stated plans, well-defined assessment
procedures, and adequate campus di-
alogue will expectations be effectively
managed.

In summary, although it is important
for a campus to have a good CIO, the CIO
alone is not responsible for how well IT is
used on campus. As information technol-
ogy and information resources have be-
come more pervasive and more impor-
tant, the collective direction and wisdom
of the entire executive team is required to
ensure that IT fulfills its potential.
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