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Higher education has two pri-
mary purposes: (1) student 
learning for the improvement 

of self, family, employers, and society 
at large, and (2) knowledge generation, 
conservation, and dissemination for the 
advancement of everyone, now and in 
the future. To succeed in meeting these 
goals over the long term, colleges and 
universities
■ have to be effective and efficient (the 

economic perspective);
■ should respond and adapt to the wants 

and needs of various stakeholders (the 
cultural perspective);

■ must serve the greater good of the 
community (the social or civic 
perspective); and

■ must demonstrate good judgment and 
leadership (the political perspective).
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ship of multiple perspectives by higher 
education CIOs in decisions involving 
strategic technological innovation. The 
figure represents each strategy perspec-
tive as part of an integrated schematic 
framework. Essential components of the 
framework include processes, key par-
ticipants, strategies, and goals identified 
with each perspective. The multiple-per-
spective framework is potentially useful 
in developing a common collaborative 
language to boost CIO communication 
with presidents, other key decision mak-
ers, and stakeholders.

The framework can serve as a guide 
for the systematic investigation of vari-
ous perspectives for technology decision 
making by college and university CIOs. 
It is not intended to be prescriptive or 
restrictive; it aims to support critical 
thinking and actionable intelligence. 
The framework can be used to
■ identify the perspective(s) that 

individuals and organizations take in 
their approach to technology decision 
making, and

■ make sure that all perspectives have 
been considered when comparing 
assessment data for planning and 
decision making.
It seems axiomatic that multiple per-

spectives are beneficial in complex orga-
nizations. Many managers may indeed 
function from a list of implicit perspec-
tives. The test of a profession, however, 
is its ability to come together as a com-
munity of practice to make the implicit 
become explicit and to test and build 
upon shared knowledge to advance 
the profession’s purpose and practices. 
Using a multiple-perspective framework 
to consider technology system decisions 
at colleges and universities benefits CIOs 
and their institutions because without 
such an approach to decision making, 
both CIOs and their institutions are sus-
ceptible to lurching from one decision 
to the next, based on the most popular 
perspective of the time. A multiple-per-
spectives framework provides a roadmap 
for decision making that can transcend 
trends and fads and that can be read and 
understood by all participants. Thus, the 
framework provides a helpful heuristic 
for CIOs and other higher education 
decision makers.

We believe the role of the chief infor-
mation officer (CIO) is to contribute 
to these strategies through the inves-
tigation and use of technological sys-
tems. A technology system is defined 
as a human-made, intelligence-based 
resource that has four interrelated com-
ponents: tools, skills, information, and 
processes.1 All four components of an 
operational technology system interact 
dynamically and are required simulta-
neously for an organization’s success-
ful performance.2 Since technological 
innovation underpins the competitive 
status of modern organizations, making 
sound decisions about which technolo-
gies to recommend and how to justify 
these recommendations to presidents, 
provosts, and governing boards is one 
of the chief responsibilities of CIOs in 
academic institutions. It is a significant 
and challenging part of the job, and 
some presidents have noted that they 
do not always understand the proposals 
that CIOs put forward.

In a recent article in EDUCAUSE Review, 
for example, John Cavanaugh, president 
of the University of West Florida, noted 
that many senior academic adminis-
trators still seem reluctant to invest in 
information technology. He suggested 
that CIOs reframe the issue and, instead 
of presenting their proposals for “tan-
gible stuff,” focus on “tangible use.” He 
wrote, “We need to reframe the IT issue 
to emphasize what people do with the 
tangible stuff, thereby focusing the issue 
on knowledge creation and knowledge 
management. This view is 180 degrees 
from the ‘tangible stuff’ view.”3

Cavanaugh’s proposal to use a rationale 
for IT investments that makes sense to 
presidents and other senior administrators 
seems a sensible one. As a university presi-
dent, he clearly has a high-level perspective 
on what arguments are most compelling 
for college and university executives.

A review of the literature suggests that 
CIOs also seek the most strategic justifi-
cation (the “one right argument”) to gain 
support for their IT proposals because 
senior executives might be reluctant to 
make significant investments in new 
IT initiatives. However, relatively little 
is known about the thought processes 
that CIOs follow to make decisions 

about technological initiatives because 
the CIO role at colleges and universi-
ties is relatively new and because there 
has been little research on this topic. 
Obviously, then, through inquiry into 
this issue we are better positioned to 
construct a best-practices framework for 
college and university CIOs that they 
can use to shrink the resource gap by 
making the best proposals possible and 
by presenting them in ways that enlist 
other senior academic leaders as allies 
and supporters.

This article describes a study designed to 
understand the decision-making mindset 
of CIOs at colleges and universities. The 
ultimate goal was to develop more sys-
tematic processes for technology decision 
making that integrate the best and most 
relevant perspectives. The conceptual 
framework for information technology 
decision making by CIOs presented here 
was initially constructed through a com-
prehensive analysis and synthesis of the 
literature of higher education administra-
tion and technology management.4 The 
framework was then compared, through 
a survey of CIOs, to real-world practices at 
liberal arts colleges and universities.

Conceptual Framework
To find out more about the mindset of 

CIOs relative to their decision-making 
and justification processes, we surveyed 
CIOs representing the membership of 
the Consortium of Liberal Arts Colleges 
(CLAC).5 The survey’s primary purpose 
was to ascertain if CIOs at liberal arts insti-
tutions have a mindset that encompasses 
all four strategy perspectives (economic, 
social, cultural, and political) when they 
consider major technology innovations. 
(See the sidebar for more on multiple per-
spectives.) Figure 1 shows the relation-

The ultimate goal was to 

develop more systematic 

processes for technology 

decision making that 

integrate the best and most 

relevant perspectives
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Multiple Perspectives
The concept of using multiple perspectives for decision making is not new, 

but as far as we can tell, it has not previously been applied to making technol-

ogy investment decisions for colleges and universities. Theorists such as Lee 

G. Bolman and Terrence E. Deal, Harold A. Linstone, and Robert S. Kaplan and 

David P. Norton have encouraged organizations to use multiple perspectives.

In their often-cited article, “The Balanced Scorecard: Measures That Drive 

Performance” in the Harvard Business Review (Vol. 70, Issue 1, 1992), Kaplan and 

Norton focused on using multiple measures of success for business and pro-

posed that managers use the financial perspective, the internal business perspec-

tive, the innovation and learning perspective, and the customer perspective.

In Reframing Organizations: Artistry, Choice, and Leadership (San Francisco: 

Jossey-Bass, 1997), Bolman and Deal proposed four frames: structural, human 

resource, symbolic, and political.

Linstone’s book, Decision Making for Technology Executives: Using Multiple 

Perspectives to Improve Performance (London: Artech House Publishers, 1999), 

proposed three perspectives: the technical, the organizational, and the personal. 

Linstone focused exclusively on the for-profit sector.

These three models have not been explicitly appropriated for the work 

described here because they were developed largely for contexts other than 

higher education. It appears that using multiple perspectives to help make 

decisions is important for the success of all organizations because this approach 

can increase understanding of the complex relationships among technology 

systems, organizational subcultures, constituent and stakeholder needs, financial 

performance, and senior managers. Using multiple perspectives allows decision 

makers to imagine the perspectives of others, better match solutions to chal-

lenges, and meet different needs through creative multiple solutions.

Economic Perspective
The economic perspective can be sum-

marized with the following points:
■ Goal: attract more and/or better-

qualified students by keeping up with 
peer organizations and staying ahead 
of competitors

■ Strategy: effectiveness and efficiency
■ Dominant process factor: position 

assessment
■ Entities to consider: competitors, peers, 

customers
■ Overarching question: In making 

technological decisions, how can 
the CIO use the position-assessment 
process to have a positive impact 
on organizational effectiveness and 
efficiency?
The issues that figure prominently in 

literature highlighting the economic 

perspective are competitor, peer, and 
customer comparisons. As we might 
expect, the traditional language of 
business dominates publications rep-
resenting the economic perspective. 
Exemplary articles for the economic 
perspective include “Seven Bench-
marks for Information Technology 
Investments,” by Smallen and Leach,6 
and “A University Is Not a Business 
(and Other Fantasies),” by Greenberg.7 
During the past 10 years, the economic 
perspective has dominated the litera-
ture we reviewed.

Cultural Perspective
The cultural perspective can be sum-

marized with the following points:
■ Goal: provide support for students, 

faculty, and staff in accordance with 

educational needs, social trends, and 
norms

■ Strategy: process and fit
■ Dominant process factor: goal 

alignment
■ Entities to consider: faculty, staff, and 

students (qualified prospects, current 
students, and alumni)

■ Overarching question: How can the CIO 
use the process of goal alignment to 
help make decisions that provide for 
the educational needs of faculty, staff, 
and students?
Goal alignment is the tacit organiza-

tional process underlying consideration 
of organizational culture in higher edu-
cation. Process and fit issues dominate 
the general higher education manage-
ment literature that we reviewed.8 His-
torically, the participants most discussed 
in this literature are faculty, followed 
by administrative staff and governing 
boards. Historically, students have been 
discussed only marginally in the litera-
ture reflecting a cultural perspective, 
and the addition of students in this 
body of literature appears to be a rela-
tively recent development. Technology 
management literature focused more on 
campus culture and technology integra-
tion issues during the 1980s and early 
1990s than it has in recent years.

Social (Civic) Perspective
The social, or civic, perspective can 

be summarized with the following 
points:
■ Goal: improve society by adhering 

to laws, providing equitable 
opportunity, and creating safe, 
healthy, and sustainable communities 
(for example, the community beyond 
campus walls)

■ Strategy: values and virtue
■ Dominant process factor: moral 

responsiveness
■ Entities to consider: all stakeholders 

(students, employees, employers, and 
the general public)

■ Overarching question: How can 
the CIO use the process of moral 
responsiveness to help make decisions 
that will improve society in general, as 
well as the organization’s stakeholders 
and the communities beyond the 
campus walls?



EDUCAUSE QUARTERLY  • Number 4 200536

Attracting more and/or 
better qualifi ed students 
by keeping up with peer 
organizations and staying 
ahead of competitors.

Strategy: Effectiveness 
& Effi ciency

Is it benefi cial and worth-
while? What are the costs 
and potential short- and 
long-term benefi ts? Will it 
improve our position?

What is the higher pur-
pose? Does it serve the 
greater good? Is it virtu-
ous? Is it sustaining and 
sustainable?

Improving the general 
good of society by provid-
ing fair and equitable 
opportunity and a safe, 
healthy, and sustainable 
environment

Strategy: Values & Virtue

Actors: Customers, Peers & 
Competitors

Process: Position 
Assessment

ECONOMIC PERSPECTIVE

Actors: Internal & External 
Stakeholders

Process: 
Moral Responsiveness

SOCIAL PERSPECTIVE

Process: Goal Alignment

Actors: Faculty, 
Staff, & Students

Strategy:
Process & Fit

Providing for students 
(prospective, current & 
graduates), faculty, and 
staff in accordance with 
needs and social trends

Process: 
Resources Allocation

Actors: CEO, Senior 
Managers, & Governing Board

Strategy: Judgment 
& Leadership

Complying with policies, 
regulations, and laws 
by taking direction from 
management and 
governing boards

Is it in agreement with 
organizational goals? 
Is it consistent with our 
mission, tradition, and 
processes?

Is it permissible and 
justifi able? Will the 
CFO, CEO, and Board 
approve? Are the 
resources available? 
How will success be 
measured?

SOCIAL PERSPECTIVE

Multiple Perspectives 
in Strategic 

Technological 
Innovation Decisions

Technological innovation refers to a complex combination of tools, skills, information, & processes.

CULTURAL PERSPECTIVE POLITICAL PERSPECTIVE

How can the CIO utilize the position assess-
ment process to improve effectiveness and 
effi ciency?

How can the CIO utilize the organization’s 
goal alignment process to help make good 
decisions?

How can the CIO use the ethical and moral 
sensitivity process to clarify organizational 
values and make better decisions?

How can the CIO utilize the resources 
allocation process to help the organization 
make good decisions?

Figure 1

Integrating Multiple Perspectives

Copyright 2004 Todd D. Kelley
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The trend in higher education has 
been toward competitive strategy, and 
social factors have increasingly taken 
a back seat to economic ones. Some 
portion of the social perspective litera-
ture represents a backlash against the 
increasing dominance of the economic 
perspective; for example, see the article 
“Cyberprof: The University in the Next 
Millennium,” by Bothun.9 A more pro-
active reflection of the social perspective 
is apparent in the information literacy 
and fluency movement (see, for exam-
ple, “Information Literacy as a Liberal 
Art,” by Shapiro and Hughes10). Some 
might suggest that the social and eco-
nomic perspectives are mutually exclu-
sive—and that they should be—but this 
reflects a misunderstanding of business 
and of higher education, which have 
multiple purposes11 that overlap and are 
thus not mutually exclusive.

Political Perspective
The political perspective can be sum-

marized with the following points:
■ Goal: satisfy the president, senior 

managers, and board by influencing, 
anticipating, and addressing their 
priorities

■ Strategy: judgment and leadership
■ Dominant process factor: resource 

allocation
■ Entities to consider: board, president, 

and senior managers
■ Overarching question: How can the CIO 

utilize the resource-allocation process 
to anticipate and meet the goals of 
the president, senior managers, and 
board?
Organizational politics affect which 

managers and departments get atten-
tion and resources and which do 
not.12 The president and board may be 
focused on fiscal or other matters and 
have little time for technology issues. 
Most presidents understand at some 
level that technology is important, but 
few of them have the time or inclina-
tion to delve deeply into specifics. The 
president may view the CIO as “the 
technical expert”—the right person 
to formulate technical proposals. To 
succeed, however, the CIO must speak 
a language that the CEO and board 
members understand.

A primary political “task” for the CIO 
is to develop an intersection of inter-
est with the president and board that 
strengthens individual leadership and 
organizational success. Effective poli-
tics means working successfully with 
presidents as the ultimate managers in 
charge, with overall responsibility for 
their organizations. The effective CIO 
is adept at bringing technology needs 
and proposals before the president in 
such a way that decisions are informed 
and thoughtful, lead to enhanced IT 
capability, and make the organization 
stronger and more successful.

Surveying the CIO Mindset
We administered a questionnaire in 

fall 2004 to 58 CIOs from CLAC member 
institutions. Questions included
■ whether or not they regularly consider 

the perspectives identified in the 
framework;

■ if they use multiple perspectives as 
a matter of course in their decision 
making;

■ if they have perspectives or practices 
that fall outside the perspectives, 
strategies, and processes identified 
from the literature;

■ what weight they would give to each 
of the identified perspectives;

■ what type of data and to what extent 
they use data as a basis for their 
recommendations; and

■ the ease or difficulty they have in 
getting their proposals accepted and 
funded.
Fifty-four (93 percent) of the 58 CLAC 

CIOs responded to the survey, with 48 
(83 percent) completing the entire ques-
tionnaire.

Key Features of the Survey
The survey design used multiple 

methods of asking the CIOs about their 
thinking and activities relative to mak-
ing proposals:
■ Partially closed questions: respondents 

could select one or more answers or 
provide their own answer.

■ Open questions: respondents were 
asked to explain the methods or 
rationale used for technology decision 
making on their campuses.

■ Scenarios: respondents were asked to 

describe an initiative or project that 
illustrated their methodology.

■ Scaled responses: respondents were 
asked to assign a value to rationales 
and justifications based on their own 
experience. Or, they could add to the 
list and assign a value to their own 
rationale or justification.
A copy of the survey instrument is 

posted on the Web at <http://www 
.surveymonkey.com/Report.asp?U= 
80115517708>.

Overview of Findings
Major findings of the survey include 

the following:
■ Most respondents believe that 

providing a strong rationale to 
presidents, senior executives, and 
governing boards is very important. 
On a scale of 1 to 5, with a score of 
5 representing very important, the 
mean score for 54 respondents was 
4.52.

■ As expected, all four perspectives 
identified in the literature review are 
used by all 48 CIOs who completed 
the entire questionnaire. But while 
one or more of the four perspectives 
seemed meaningful to all the CIOs, 
using all four perspectives only made 
sense to a limited number of CIOs.

■ After comparing and normalizing 
the weight of scaled responses using 
the Saaty pair-wise comparison 
methodology,13 the scores demon-
strate that the political and economic 
perspectives are weighted heavily by 
these CIOs as a group, the cultural 
perspective is somewhat less 
important, and the social perspective 
is given relatively little weight.

■ While many of the CIOs surveyed 
appear to be highly successful in 
formulating and getting approval for 
major initiatives, clearly some (almost 
25 percent) are not as successful. The 
basis for organizational success with 
technology over the long term is not 
as clear for all CIOs because of two 
factors identified by the survey.

  First, the tools and processes for 
assessing the current environment 
and for technological planning are 
limited primarily to cost data and 
comparative data among institutions. 
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It appears that only a small percentage 
of CIOs formally collect or use 
data about the need for and use of 
technology on their campuses.

  Second, there is also a high positive 
correlation between CIOs who report 
directly to the president and success 
in getting proposals formulated and 
funded. CIOs who report to a dean 
or vice president have a much higher 
probability of frustration in their 
efforts to get proposals accepted and 
funded.

Analysis of Findings
We wanted to confirm that CIOs feel 

that the decision-making and justifica-
tion process is important for their success. 
We also wanted to determine the impor-
tance of rationales in the process, so we 
asked respondents about the importance 
of presenting a rationale for decisions to 
presidents or other key executives or gov-
erning groups. The results indicate that 
48 (89 percent) of the 54 respondents 
believe that a rationale is very important 
(63 percent) or important (26 percent), 
and 6 (11 percent) believe that it is some-
what important. No respondent believes 
that this activity is of little or no impor-
tance. A representation of these findings 
appears in Figure 2.

Respondents were also asked to define 
a major initiative in terms of the over-
all cost (any cost, either direct or indi-
rect, associated with the initiative). The 
results of this question were surprising, 

as there appears to be little agreement 
as to what constitutes a major initiative 
in terms of cost. This finding might be 
explained by the significant differences 
among the budgets of the institutions 
represented in the survey. The annual 
institutional budgets range from $29 
million to $149 million. However, we 
found little correlation between insti-
tutional budget and the threshold the 
CIOs use to define a major initiative.

Classification of Rationale Strate-
gies. One technique used in the ques-
tionnaire was to ask CIOs about the per-
spectives that represent the rationales 
they use. When asked to classify the 
rationales used for proposals, 89 percent 
of respondents selected one or more of 
the four perspectives provided. Seven-
teen percent selected all four perspec-
tives. See Figure 3. Note that numbers 
in the figure are rounded.

Use of Rationale Strategies. Another 
technique used in the questionnaire 
was to ask the CIOs about the specific 
rationale strategies employed when 
formulating or presenting proposals. A 
list of rationale strategies was provided 
to respondents, and they were asked 
to add their own strategies to the list. 
The strategies provided in the survey 
are listed here:
■ Keeping up with peer organizations
■ Staying abreast of competitor 

schools

■ Attracting better/more students
■ Improving the general good of 

society
■ Providing fair and equitable oppor-

tunities
■ Providing a safe and healthy environ-

ment
■ Promoting sustainability
■ Providing for the needs of faculty
■ Providing for the needs of staff
■ Providing for the needs of students 

(prospects, current students, and 
graduates)

■ Honoring organizational mission, 
traditions, and processes

■ Adapting to social trends
■ Taking direction from member(s) of 

senior management or governance 
body

■ Enhancing efficiency (cost savings)
■ Providing noticeable and/or measur-

able benefit(s)
■ Complying with laws, regulations, or 

policies
■ Supporting organizational mission
■ Carrying out organizational goals or 

plans
Respondents were asked to rate the 

importance of each rationale strategy 
(including their own if they provided 
one) based on its usefulness in their 
careers as CIOs. Each of the rationale 
strategies provided is primarily associated 
with a particular rationale perspective 
(political, economic, cultural, or social), 
but these associations were not shared 
explicitly with the respondents. Scores 

Figure 3

CIO Use of Perspectives to Rationalize IT Initiatives

e=economic; p=political; s=social; c=cultural
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Importance of Rationales
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for these answers were assigned to the 
appropriate perspective category, and 
category scores were compared and nor-
malized using the Saaty’s pair-wise com-
parison methodology.14 Each perspective 
would be scored at .25 if respondents 
ranked all four perspectives equally, and 
all four scores must add up to 1.

Only two respondents gave scores of 
0 to all the rationale strategies within 
a single rationale perspective category, 
so all four rationale categories received 
some positive response from 46 of 48 
respondents. The composite (mean) 
scores appear in Table 1 along with the 
minimum and maximum scores for each 
perspective. Figure 4 shows the model 
balance of perspectives. Figure 5 shows 
the relative weight of the actual mean 
scores for each perspective compared to 
the model weight in Figure 4.

Comparison of Perspective Catego-
ries to Rationale Strategies. The self-
reported identification with the four 
perspectives shows that the majority 
of respondents consider their primary 
rationale to be the economic one, as 
seen in the literature review. When 
analyzing the actual rationale strate-
gies that respondents selected, however, 
the political perspective dominated. 
While these two perspectives reversed 
in importance depending on the way 
the question was asked, the other two 
perspectives remained in the same rela-
tive positions for both methods. The 
change in position could be explained 
by the use of the term “political.” While 
overall, the CIOs gave high scores to 
rationale strategies that were political 
(in the most positive sense of the word), 
the term was not used in the rationale 
descriptions. However, the term was 
given as a choice in the self-categoriza-
tion of perspectives. The term “politi-
cal” may have negative connotations 
to some. Most significant in both mea-
sures, however, the political-economic 
axis of the framework dominates the 
cultural-social axis.

Decision Making Using 
Multiple Perspectives

The CIO role at colleges and univer-
sities is relatively new, and we believe 

the profession is still in the early stages 
of developing its mindset for decision 
making. Identifying and discussing the 
potential perspectives is helpful, but 
what CIOs and other campus leaders 
require over the long term are tools and 
processes for using these perspectives to 
consistently make the best decisions and 
to rationalize them in the most helpful 
manner.

When asked if they used data to sup-
port their proposals, many CIOs indi-
cated that they did. Those that did gen-
erally gave examples from institutional 
data collection efforts by EDUCAUSE 
and CLAC, or financial (for example, 
pricing or cost savings) data for their 
initiatives. The cross-institutional data 
sources clearly constitute an advance 
for the profession, and they seem well 
suited for providing guidance and sup-
port for the economic perspective. Table 
2 lists the CIOs’ reported use of support-
ing data for major initiatives.

At many liberal arts institutions, advi-
sory groups made up of faculty, staff, and 
students have traditionally provided local 
information that CIOs need to make the 
best proposals and decisions. In the sur-
vey, 70 percent of CIOs reported that they 
have such a committee on their campuses, 
which might explain the paucity of for-
mal data collection efforts. The commit-
tees may meet a need that more formal 
data collection practices would otherwise 
address. However, the use of segment and 
industry-level norms in the absence of 
formally gauging local needs could jeop-
ardize the unique nature of each institu-
tion, resulting in many institutions begin-
ning to look and act alike.16 CIOs need to 
create and adapt decision-making tools 
and processes that help them identify 

and articulate a shared vision with other 
campus leaders and constituencies and 
recognize and exploit emerging oppor-
tunities in a timely manner.

The findings from the CIO survey sug-

Table 1

Weights Given to Each Perspective*

Perspective Minimum Maximum Mean

Political .13 .80 .37

Economic .00 .62 .29

Cultural .05 .47 .24

Social .00 .35 .10

*N = 48

Figure 4

Model Balance of 
Perspectives

Figure 5

Actual Weight Given to 
Perspectives by CIOs

Political
25%

Economic
25%

Cultural
25%

Social
25%

Political
37%

Economic
29%

Cultural
24%

Social
10%
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gest that few CIOs regularly use the tools 
of social science to help determine the 
relative value constituent groups expect 
and actually experience. Decision tools 
that show promise in defining the needs 
and wants of subcultural groups include 
short online surveys and small focus 
groups. The regular use of surveys with 
prospective and current students, as 
well as alumni, can provide informa-
tion about the expectations, current 
experiences, and long-term benefits of 
technology on campus.17 Using mixed 
focus groups of faculty, students, and 
staff can help members of each group 
understand the needs and perspectives 
of other constituencies as well as pro-
vide information that is valuable to the 
CIO in assessment, planning, and pro-
posal formulation and rationale.

Based on the data from the CIO survey, 
many CIOs probably view social-science 
research as a luxury, or even an unneces-
sary expense, especially when they are 
under a great deal of time pressure. But the 
risk of proceeding without solid informa-
tion about constituencies and their needs 
and priorities is too high and could put 
the CIO at odds with the president. The 
tools of social science can provide the 
counterweight the CIO requires.

Table 3 shows the relationship between 
the reporting relationship of the CIOs and 
the ease of obtaining support. It appears 
that, for this group of CIOs, the degree of 
difficulty in obtaining support depends 
upon the role of the supervisor. Report-
ing directly to the president uniformly 
predicts positive support for initiatives. 
Those reporting to provosts, deans, CFOs, 
or others have much more trouble obtain-
ing positive support for initiatives.

Why do CIOs in this study who do 
not report to the president have a much 
higher probability of having a serious or 
very serious problem obtaining support 
than those who report to the president? 
Ultimately, the president decides where 
the CIO fits into the organization. Why 
do some presidents choose to have the 
CIO report to them and others have 
CIOs report elsewhere?

Significant tension can surround the 
proper role of the CIO because he or she 
might not be appropriately positioned 
in the organizational chain of command 
or may not have appropriate access for 
effective communications and leader-
ship. President Carol A. Cartwright of 
Kent State University argued in 2002 
that to make effective information tech-
nology decisions, the person in charge 
of technology needs to report to the 
president and must be a peer with other 
campus leaders.18

Presidents must decide how to position 
the CIO’s role within the organization so 
as to best facilitate the educational and 
communications objectives necessary 
to work collaboratively with the entire 
organization. At the same time, CIOs 
need to do their homework by stepping 
outside the technology role to under-
stand the president’s priorities and to 
learn the culture(s) of institution. Presi-
dents and other senior managers need to 
be broadly educated about technological 
systems—but not in the way that they 
might think. They need to understand 
the choices their organizations can make 
and the organizational processes they 
must develop to be both capable and 
competent when it comes to technology 
decisions.19 Capability is “know how” 

and competence is “know what.”
The organizational communications 

and workflow processes required are the 
foundation for any technology tools 
needed. Because CIOs must understand 
their presidents and their presidents’ 
priorities, presidents should question 
whether their CIOs can see, hear, and 
understand them based on where CIOs 
sit in the organization. Addressing this 
issue appears critically important for 
the overall success of the organization 
because of the important role that tech-
nology systems have assumed.

CIOs and presidents might not realize 
that their organizations need someone 
who can move beyond the management 
of technological tools, which, granted, is 
a difficult job in itself. The tools are just 
one part of the overall equation, how-
ever, and an unbalanced focus on them 
is counterproductive. The CIOs who will 
succeed have a complete understanding 
of the pressures their individual organi-
zations and leaders face but can operate 
from an objective and fully informed 
appreciation for the unique mission and 
role of higher education in society—and 
have the data and information they 
need to back them up.

Discussion
While not surprised by the relative 

weight given each perspective, we are 
concerned that the total weight given 
to the social/cultural axis is overpowered 
by the total weight assigned to the eco-
nomic/political axis. The primary pur-
poses of higher education, as we stated 
earlier, do not seem adequately sup-
ported when it appears that CIOs have 
relatively less concern for the potential 

Table 3

Reporting Relationship and Ease of Obtaining Support*

Supervisor Very Easy  
and Easy

Not Easy and 
Not Difficult

Difficult and  
Very Difficult

Total

President 35% 4% 0% 39%

Provost 15% 7% 13% 35%

CFO 7% 0% 2% 9%

Dean 2% 1.5% 4% 7.5%

Other 4% 1.5% 4% 9.5%

Total 63% 14% 23% 100%

* N = 54, and the figures are rounded.

Table 2

Use of Supporting Data
Use of Data Percent

None used 24

Segment or  
industry data

 
33

COSTS Project data15 7

Financial data (pricing and 
projected cost savings)

 
30

Other 6

Total 100



Number 4 2005 • EDUCAUSE QUARTERLY 41

benefits that technology might bring 
to their constituencies and to society at 
large. It appears that the trend in higher 
education has been toward competitive 
strategy, and the cultural/civic perspec-
tive has increasingly taken a back seat 
to the political/economic one. There 
is no reason to believe that social and 
economic perspectives are or should be 
mutually exclusive. Technology is an 
extension of human physical and intel-
lectual capacities, and as such it has 
grown far too powerful and central to 
our lives to be considered from only one 
or two viewpoints. A greater focus on the 
investigation of the relationship between 
people and technology, both on campus 
and beyond, seems warranted.

To the casual observer, the primary 
activities of CIOs in higher education 
might appear to be selecting the tech-
nology tools of the organization and 
keeping them working smoothly. How-
ever, the CIO role is already moving 
beyond this limited expectation, as it 
has become clear that colleges and uni-
versities require leadership in the devel-
opment of organizational processes, 
knowledge capital, and human skill 
development relative to the technologi-
cal tools that permeate institutions and 
society at large. The four components 
of technology that impact the effective 
implementation and use of technologi-
cal systems require equal attention from 
the CIO in order to maximize the use 
and benefits of technology.

Multiple perspectives and rationale 
inventories give CIOs and their supervi-
sors permission to withdraw from the 
technology tools “arms race” and to 
create a new professional space. The size 
and contours of this professional space 
are up to the practitioners. One disad-
vantage to having few if any formal edu-
cational requirements or standards for 
the higher education CIO is the absence 
of an interdisciplinary vocabulary that 
develops the ideas and values that guide 
us individually and collectively. It seems 
advisable to reconsider what knowledge 
and skills are necessary for a CIO’s suc-
cess. One benefit of this study is to help 
clarify and expand the vocabulary of 
CIOs. With a clear and comprehensive 
vocabulary, CIOs can embrace the lan-

guage of those who make important 
decisions.

Clearly, some CIOs focus almost exclu-
sively on the technical aspects of their 
role and speak a technical language. This 
is a dialect that many administrators, 
constituents, and other stakeholders 
either do not understand or find insuf-
ficient to justify significant financial and 
human resource investments. Reliance 
on this language holds back some orga-
nizations, and, as a result, CIOs (and 
presidents) can become frustrated.

The larger purpose of this study was to 
help identify a new and clearer definition 
of the CIO’s role. Such a definition could 
be represented in the following descrip-
tion: The CIO works with the campus 
community (broadly defined) to:
■ Develop a vision for the role of 

technology systems, consistent 
with organizational mission and 
objectives, constituent goals and 
needs, economic responsibility, and 
civic/societal concerns.

■ Fulfill and bring that vision 
to life, through the effective 
stewardship of resources and 
thorough communication with all 
constituencies.

■ Address questions and issues about 
the benefits, disadvantages, and issues 
surrounding technological systems in 
use and under consideration, as well 
as those in use elsewhere.
In this scenario, CIOs are conceived 

as having a broad organizational role 
and are not, for example, engaged in a 
struggle to convince their supervisors 
that particular technology systems are 
needed. Instead, through discussion, 
reciprocal influence, and collaborative 
learning, the CIO can influence cam-
pus stakeholders, and these agents can 
influence the CIO and president so that 
one vision results (subject to continuous 
revision, of course). This newly con-
ceived CIO role has a critically impor-
tant educational role in realizing the 
collaborative vision. This approach also 
reduces potential tension between CIOs 
and their supervisors because the CIO 
represents a collective vision rather than 
an individual one.

The CIO survey confirmed that the 
language and concepts of the multiple-

perspective framework are understand-
able, relevant, and potentially helpful 
to individual CIOs and, collectively, to 
the development of the profession. Col-
lectively, the CIOs used all perspectives. 
Based on the survey data, there is consid-
erable variability in the number of per-
spectives used, and the regular use of all 
four perspectives appears to be the norm 
for a relatively small percentage of CIOs. 
Since this study was exploratory and nec-
essarily limited, much can be done to 
question the framework, adjust it, and 
build on it. Use of the framework and 
inventory is needed in the field to inves-
tigate its efficacy in diverse settings.

Unfortunately, the findings from 
the CIO survey suggest that few CIOs 
regularly use the tools of social sci-
ence to help determine the relative 
value that constituent groups expect 
and experience. A firmer understand-
ing of prospective, current, and former 
students would create a stronger basis 
for promoting the cultural and social 
perspectives and would help provide a 
solid complement to the political and 
economic axis. In addition, establishing 
a “research partnership” with the faculty 
is extremely effective in gathering infor-
mation in a way that is meaningful to an 
important subcultural group. It is also 
possible to “piggy-back” with other sur-
vey and research efforts to be efficient 
and to integrate the efforts of the CIO 
into other important functions of the 
organization. It is not just the data that 
are important; it is the interpretation 
as well. The “numbers” approach may 
provide a basic level of information, but 
understanding the results of interviews 
and other qualitative methods is more 
interesting and instructive.

These findings were underscored at 
a meeting of liberal arts CIOs held at 
Kenyon College on March 10, 2005. In 
addressing the CIOs, Kenyon College 
President S. Georgia Nugent stated that 
“ethnographic field work is a valuable 
function of the academic information-ser-
vices organization for determining what 
technologies are needed and useful.”20

The survey clearly confirmed the 
framework’s suitability for improving 
management practice. The framework 
can be used to
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■ identify the perspective(s) that 
individuals and organizations take in 
their approach to decision making for 
technology systems; and

■ make sure that all perspectives have 
been considered when comparing 
assessment data for planning and 
decision making.
Thus, the framework has been con-

firmed as a helpful heuristic for CIOs and 
possibly other higher education decision 
makers as well. While the findings of this 
study were positive, additional empiri-
cal evidence in using the framework is 
required before it can be claimed that the 
framework has universal application.

A common contention is that higher 
education is a business. However, busi-
ness sends its profits to owners and 
shareholders. Higher education makes 
the benefits of its work available to its 
students and to all of society. The frame-
work permits those in higher education 
and other stakeholders to see and assess 
the role of the economic perspective as 
well as its relationship to other higher 
education perspectives. This does not 
rule out the emergence of a dominant 
perspective from a multi-perspective 
inquiry process, but it does argue against 
a single-rationale approach when con-
sidering investments in such systems. 
The single-argument approach can 
increase the risk of failure in justifying 
the acquisition of the system because it 
ascribes a solitary role to the system. It 
also raises expectations unreasonably, 
which can be problematic if the system 
is actually approved and deployed.

On the other hand, when multiple 
perspectives are considered systemati-
cally, complementary information can 
strengthen arguments; provide balance 
when there are conflicting pressures or 
rationales; match solutions to existing 
situations; better imagine the perspec-
tives of others; and meet different needs 
through devising creative multiple solu-
tions. The decision-making process will 
be more inclusive, more productive, and 
ultimately better for campus leaders, 
their institutions, and perhaps even 
society at large.

Why have the literature analyzed and 
the CIOs surveyed allotted such meager 
attention to the social or civic dimen-

sions of technology decision making? 
One critical difference between a higher-
education CIO and one in another type 
of organization is the responsibility of 
the higher-education CIO to ensure that 
his or her institution includes larger 
social questions about the benefits, 
costs, and drawbacks of technology, not 
just in the discussions about technol-

ogy decision making for the campus but 
within the formal curriculum as well.

Perhaps the foremost requirement for 
a higher-education CIO is experience 
as an educator. Since higher-education 
administrators have, with few exceptions, 
held faculty positions, a CIO lacking this 
experience could operate at a contextual 
disadvantage. Moreover, teaching is a 
unique way for CIOs to understand the 
difference between educational organiza-
tions and other types of organizations. 
Other professional requirements might 
include contributing to the knowledge 
base of technology systems management 
for higher education; two-way communi-
cations with diverse constituencies; gaug-
ing the short- and long-term (positive and 
negative) effects of technological systems; 
leading decision-making efforts about 
technological systems; knowing how all 
four components of technological sys-
tems interact; and managing and adjust-
ing components of technological systems 
relative to the needs and requirements of 
the institution and its constituencies.

An important purpose of higher edu-
cation is to improve society through 
teaching and learning—generating, pre-
serving, and disseminating new knowl-
edge. Technology systems can clearly 
help educational institutions meet this 
mission, but experience in the use of 
technology systems per se does not con-
stitute knowledge of technology sys-
tems. Informal seminars and lectures 
could be coupled with heightened inte-
gration of technology courses within 
the curriculum. Indeed, knowledge of 
technology systems and how they affect 
people may be of greater strategic impor-
tance to colleges and universities than 
investments in particular technologi-
cal systems because the development 
of knowledge, communicating it to stu-
dents, and preserving and disseminat-
ing it more generally are central to the 
mission of colleges and universities.

This study began in part with a plea 
from President Cavanaugh for CIOs to 
talk about the benefits of technology 
instead of the technology per se. We 
concur, but would take his request one 
step further. CIOs must talk about the 
benefits and the drawbacks of technol-
ogy. They must be honest brokers of 

Knowledge of technology 

systems and how they affect 

people may be of greater 

strategic importance to 

colleges and universities 

than investments in 

particular technological 

systems
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our technological futures and recognize 
the unique obligations that they have 
within higher education. It is a privi-
lege and an obligation to influence the 
future through education, and CIOs 
must first and foremost honor their edu-
cational obligations to their presidents, 
their campuses, and all stakeholders. 
If the tacit curriculum at all colleges 
and universities promotes technology 
as the preferred method of achieving 
educational, organizational, and work 
goals—and if the explicit curriculum 
does not include hard questions about 
technology—colleges and universities 
will fail in their responsibility to edu-
cate their students, and higher educa-
tion CIOs will not meet the challenge 
of making technology decisions that are 
authentic, meaningful, and beneficial 
for their institutions. The importance 
and the pervasive effects of technology 
require nothing less than thoughtful 
and rational discussions as well as imagi-
native learning.

We acknowledge with thanks the valu-
able contribution of the CIOs who volun-
tarily participated in the survey. We take 
responsibility for any misinterpretations 
of their responses. In our view, the mind-
set of the CIOs described here clearly 
reflects the time we live in. Political and 
economic perspectives dominate all our 
major cultural and civic institutions, and 
higher education is no exception. We 
believe that, as an emerging and dynamic 
profession, college and university CIOs 
should consider how we might balance 
our perspectives through a transparent 
decision-making system. e
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