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“The spirits I summoned —


I can't get rid of them.”


JOHANN WOLFGANG VON GOETHE


"Technological progress has merely provided us


with more efficient means for going backwards."


ALDOUS HUXLEY
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Preface


In my previous book, The Technology Illusion: Dispelling the Myth of Digital Transformation, I explored the evolving role of IT and technology leaders like CIOs in today’s businesses. During my research, I had the privilege of engaging in insightful conversations with many inspiring and experienced personalities. These discussions sparked a desire to include their unique perspectives, and I approached several prominent figures, inviting them to contribute guest chapters. To my delight, they all enthusiastically agreed. However, I soon realised that these exceptional contributions deserved a platform of their own, a separate book.


The book you are now holding is the result of that process. It features a collection of essays from renowned experts offering valuable insights that both support and challenge the ideas presented in my previous book. If you have not yet read The Technology Illusion, I warmly invite you to do so, as I believe the value of this book is fully realised only when considered in conjunction with that earlier work.


Patrick Naef









Introduction


In recent years, digitalisation and digital transformation have emerged as pressing issues for every company, even those whose core business has nothing to do with digital technology. As technology in general, and information technology (IT) in particular, have become essential components of corporate operations, they can no longer be treated as primarily back-office support functions delegated to a CIO or other dedicated technology leader. Instead, they must now be regarded as transversal and strategic elements of the business. As a result, the corporate officer most directly responsible for technology — let us assume that this person is still called the CIO — will have a very different role to play, and the traditional approach to managing the deployment of technology within the company will have to drastically change. The advent of artificial intelligence (AI) has both accelerated and disrupted this process, and realising the full potential of this transformative technology has become the most pressing challenge in the business world. In a rapidly shifting landscape of business technology, established CIOs must continually reaffirm their relevance by demonstrating an extraordinary capacity for innovation and adaptation. In my view, the only way for existing CIOs to survive in their roles is to radically reinvent themselves. My previous book, The Technology Illusion: Dispelling the Myth of Digital Transformation, explores the complex challenges facing CIOs and offers guidance on how to achieve the deep structural transformation of business processes that is necessary to unlock the full potential of digital technology.


Unfortunately, much of the existing literature on digital transformation is naïve, misguided, or simply wrong, with far too many self-proclaimed “experts” attempting to make a name for themselves by claiming to know how to successfully drive digital transformation. Many existing managers have little experience with the latest digital technologies and a limited understanding of their potential applications, which makes them susceptible to the dubious guidance offered by these ostensible doyens of digital technology. In my experience, very few people can legitimately claim to have successfully completed a digital transformation. Even those that have launched unsuccessful efforts may have important lessons to each, as failure is often more instructive than success, but few genuine digital transformations have even been attempted. Instead, most so-called “digital transformations” are merely superficial efforts to integrate some novel technology into an existing process, product, or service without meaningfully altering its essential features — creating a myth of digital transformation rather than the reality.


In a field populated by questionable experts touting dubious success stories, I have carefully selected contributors who have either implemented genuine digital transformations or produced important academic research on the subject. Each of the chapters below offers a unique perspective informed by real-world engagement with the realities of possibilities of digital technology. By bringing together these disparate voices, I hope to further clarify the transformative potential of digital technology, equipping the CIOs of today with the knowledge and insight necessary to thrive in the world of tomorrow.
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Three Leadership Traits for a Successful IT Track in a VUCA World


By Dr. Nejib Ben Khedher,


Head of Emirates Skywards,


Emirates Airlines


The modern world is defined by volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity — commonly referred to as VUCA. These challenges are further amplified by the race for digitalisation and the rapid pace of technological change. Leading a successful IT track in such an environment requires that leaders cultivate a distinctive set of traits. Drawing on Patrick Naef’s book “The Technology Illusion: Dispelling the Myth of Digital Transformation”1 and my own three decades of experience across both business and IT leadership roles, I have identified three essential traits that enable IT leaders to thrive in a dynamic and disruptive world: championing agility, bridging gaps, and rallying the troops.


Having held business-transformative leadership roles such as managing Travelocity, a North American online travel agency, and Emirates Skywards, one of the world’s largest airline loyalty programs, I have seen firsthand how technology serves as a cornerstone of business success. My tenure as Deputy CIO and later CIO at Emirates enabled me to align IT strategies with business objectives, while my leadership roles at Sabre Airline Solutions focused on supporting airlines worldwide with technology adoption. These experiences have shaped my understanding of how technology empowers businesses to innovate and succeed. From this dual perspective — business and IT — I have observed and experienced firsthand how these three traits enable leaders to elevate IT from a supporting function to a core driver of business strategy and innovation. Let’s explore these traits in detail.


Championing agility


In a VUCA world, adaptability and flexibility are no longer optional — they are essential for success. For IT leaders, adopting an agile mindset is critical to navigating these challenges, enabling them to pivot quickly in response to change and address unforeseen obstacles. This approach is particularly vital in IT, where rapid time-to-market cycles and the widespread adoption of agile methodologies have become the norm.


IT leaders play a pivotal role in embedding an agile mindset across the entire organisation. They must foster a culture of experimentation, encouraging teams to innovate, learn from failures, and continually refine their strategies. As Patrick highlights, “everything becomes agile,” emphasizing that agility must permeate the organisation, dismantling rigid bureaucratic structures, embracing iterative improvements, and empowering teams to operate with autonomy. By championing the move away from micro-management and hierarchical decision-making, IT leaders can set an example on how to drive meaningful change. Having been at the forefront of this “agile revolution”, they are uniquely positioned to lead the broader transformation toward agility. This shift is not only advantageous for the organisation but also critical for IT leaders, enabling faster delivery of business value and more strategic alignment.


While IT portfolio governance and adherence to project management principles remain necessary — especially in large organisations with competing priorities — a pragmatic and balanced approach is equally crucial. IT leaders must ensure that governance frameworks do not hinder the agility required to meet evolving business demands. Overly rigid processes often frustrate business users, who may view IT as a barrier rather than an enabler. In today’s digital era, where intuitive, user-friendly technologies dominate personal experiences, a slow-moving IT organisation risks creating friction and disengagement. Striking the right balance between governance and agility is key to maintaining trust and delivering value.


An agile mindset must also extend beyond internal operations to encompass collaboration with external stakeholders, such as third-party providers. IT leaders should aim to cultivate true partnerships where external contributors are seamlessly integrated into the project lifecycle. By treating third-party providers as core team members, organisations can foster accountability, innovation, and deeper collaboration. This approach shifts the dynamic from transactional vendor relationships to strategic partnerships that amplify the organisation’s capabilities.


Agility is not just about reacting to change — it is about leading it. IT leaders who position their organisations as strategic enablers can drive innovation and proactively shape the future. This requires humility — recognizing that no single IT organisation, no matter how skilled or resourceful, can navigate today’s complex environment alone. Success lies in building an ecosystem of collaborative partnerships. These partners are not mere task executors: they are co-creators embedded in the organisation’s strategy, complementing internal capabilities and contributing to shared achievements. Their successes are not a threat but an extension of the organisation’s own, reinforcing a collective drive to deliver value and thrive in an ever-evolving landscape. In this way, an agile mindset becomes more than a methodology — it is a philosophy that underpins how IT leaders enable their organisations to adapt, innovate, and succeed.


Bridging Gaps


In complex organisational landscapes, silos can significantly hinder success. Effective IT leaders serve as bridge builders, aligning IT with business objectives and ensuring that IT evolves into a strategic enabler. Patrick’s observation that “product technology, production technology and process technology are converging” highlights a crucial priority for IT leaders: integrating these two domains into a cohesive strategy. This integration involves aligning tools that deliver business outcomes (product technology) with those that improve operational efficiency (process technology). Bridging this gap not only strengthens the synergy between these areas but also elevates the role of IT leadership within the organisation. It positions IT leaders as key contributors to the business and customer agenda, moving them beyond the traditional back-office role and into the forefront of driving strategic value.


IT holds a unique position within large organisations as one of the few entities with a horizontal, pan-company view. This vantage point allows IT to act as a bridge between various business units, championing greater integration and the adoption of common tools and solutions. IT ensures the integrity of shared architectures, driving consistency and efficiency across the organisation. For example, IT plays a critical role in developing seamless, end-to-end customer journeys that span multiple touchpoints — and, by extension, multiple parts of the organisation. By unifying these efforts, IT becomes a catalyst for delivering cohesive and superior customer experiences.


While IT is often at the forefront of introducing emerging technologies, its role in innovation extends further. IT is uniquely positioned to identify and champion new business ideas, many of which are inherently technology-driven. By engaging in industry forums, tracking emerging trends, and scouting for transformative concepts, IT can bring valuable insights back to the organisation. This proactive approach elevates IT from being merely an execution-focused function to becoming an incubator of innovation and strategy.


A business-minded IT leadership must also excel at translating complex technical concepts into clear, accessible language for business stakeholders. This skill fosters trust and mutual understanding, bridging the gap between technical and non-technical teams. Importantly, IT leaders do not compromise their authority or expertise over complex technology matters by simplifying them. Instead, they strengthen their leadership role by empowering the rest of the organisation through education, making technology more approachable and enhancing overall alignment and collaboration.


Empathy is the cornerstone of bridging these gaps. By understanding the needs of teams, stakeholders, and partners, IT leaders can foster collaboration and deliver solutions that are not only effective but also closely aligned with organisational goals. Through this blend of technical acumen, strategic foresight, and empathetic leadership, IT becomes a unifying force and a strategic catalyst within the organisation.


Rallying the Troops


In a VUCA world, a cohesive and motivated team is critical for success. IT leaders must inspire their teams, foster collaboration across the organisation, and adapt to the evolving needs of a dynamic workforce. Building such unity and engagement requires not just technical expertise but also strong leadership that connects people to a shared vision.


Patrick’s assertion that “every leader must become a digital leader” highlights the responsibility of IT leaders to rally teams around a unified vision for digital transformation. This role extends beyond guiding internal IT teams — it involves becoming a catalyst for change across the entire organisation. Leaders must engage and align all stakeholders to navigate the complexities of transformation and collectively achieve success.


Effective communication is the cornerstone of strong leadership. IT leaders must clearly articulate the vision and objectives of their initiatives in ways that resonate with diverse teams, ensuring a shared understanding of purpose. Encouraging open innovation and fostering cross-functional collaboration enable solutions that address both technological and business challenges. IT teams, often the quiet driving force behind success, need to feel connected to the organisation’s strategy, accountable for business outcomes, and recognised for their contributions. Acknowledging and celebrating their efforts not only boosts engagement but also highlights their pivotal role in organisational achievements.


This collaborative mindset should extend beyond internal teams to include external partners. IT leaders must rally third-party providers around shared goals, treating them as integral members of the team. Cultivating mutual respect, fostering collaboration, and celebrating joint successes creates a unified approach that drives exceptional results. Attracting and nurturing talent in an evolving workforce requires leaders who can balance technical expertise, business acumen, and collaboration skills. Providing resources, recognizing achievements, and empowering teams to take ownership of their work cultivates a sense of purpose and engagement, driving sustained excellence.


Patrick’s emphasis on agility and shorter time-to-market cycles underscores the importance of inspiring resilience and adaptability within teams. By modelling accountability, fostering innovation, and celebrating contributions, IT leaders can motivate internal teams as well as external partners to rise to challenges and deliver transformative results. By rallying the troops — both within and outside the organisation — IT leaders create a culture of collaboration, innovation, and shared success that drives meaningful impact and positions the organisation for long-term success.


IT Leadership in Action


In the early 2000s, Sabre embarked on an ambitious journey to establish an airline consulting practice that could rival major strategy firms. The goal was to leverage its extensive airline customer base to cross-sell management consulting services alongside its well-established decision-support software portfolio. With deep subject-matter expertise rooted in its legacy as part of American Airlines — a pioneer in pricing, revenue management, network planning, and airline operations optimisation — Sabre aimed to combine its software and consulting offerings to capture a share of the high-margin consulting market.


At the same time, Sabre was undergoing a transformative shift from low-margin custom software development to becoming a software-as-a-service (SaaS) provider. While this pivot strengthened Sabre’s position as an IT powerhouse, it also posed challenges for the consulting division. Customers predominantly viewed Sabre as a software provider, not as a trusted partner for board-level strategic advice, making it difficult to compete with established strategy firms.




Repurposing the Consulting Organisation


When I was appointed to lead the consulting division, I quickly assessed that directly competing with strategy firms was unsustainable. Instead, I identified an opportunity to reposition the organisation as a niche provider that leveraged Sabre’s core strength: its software solutions. The consulting team was reimagined as experts who could help airlines maximise the value of Sabre’s tools.


To achieve this, we shifted the focus to smaller airlines that lacked in-house expertise, implementing a build-operate-transfer model. This approach enabled us to set up processes, train talent, and help airlines effectively use the software before transitioning operations back to them. Additionally, we introduced a risk-reward model, tying our compensation to measurable outcomes like incremental revenue growth or cost savings. This aligned our goals with our clients’ success and showcased our confidence in delivering tangible results. The impact was profound. Within a few years, consulting revenues tripled, and profits grew sevenfold. More important, client satisfaction soared, significantly enhancing Sabre’s overall reputation.





Creating the Consulting and Solutions Delivery Organisation


Building on this success, I initiated a merger between the consulting division and the software-delivery organisation, forming a new entity called Consulting and Solutions Delivery. This integration addressed a critical challenge and enabled me to transition away from being a “Chief Apology Officer” by positioning the delivery organisation as a customer-centric unit focused on driving adoption and value realization. The new organisation was structured to deliver seamless end-to-end solutions, from software implementation to strategic consulting.


To build this team, I specifically targeted talent with strong business expertise, project management skills, and technical savvy — qualities often found in industrial engineers with a knack for process optimisation. By aligning these diverse skill sets, the team transformed from a cost centre into a value-adding function that visibly improved client outcomes. This transformation not only achieved the highest level of team member engagement across all peer groups in the company — driven by their recognition of the tangible impact of their work — but also strengthened Sabre’s reputation as a trusted partner for airlines aiming to modernise their operations.





Bringing the Model to Emirates Group IT


A decade later, I applied these principles at Emirates Group IT while establishing the Business Technology Solutions organisation. The name was deliberately chosen to reflect a commitment to narrowing the gap with the business while emphasizing the focus on designing and delivering solutions rather than merely executing technology projects. By aligning IT with business objectives and recruiting talent with a blend of technical and business expertise, we aimed to bridge the traditional divide between IT and the business. With support from Patrick, my then-manager, I had the autonomy to restructure the organisation and hire transformative talent.


This IT-business close collaboration approach fostered the development of future leaders, including a former deputy who now leads one of Emirates’ most transformative initiatives, Modern Airline Retailing, on the business side. It underscores the ability of IT leaders to adapt and apply their transformative skills effectively within a business context.


The Power of Transformative Leadership


This example illustrates how the leadership traits of keeping an agile mindset, bridging gaps, and rallying the troops drive exceptional outcomes.




	
Championing Agility: Pivoting the consulting practice into a value-driven, niche offering demonstrated adaptability in response to challenges.


	
Bridging Gaps: Aligning consulting, software delivery, and client objectives fostered trust, collaboration, and a seamless integration of services.


	
Rallying the Troops: Engaging teams with a clear purpose and celebrating their contributions created a motivated, high-performing workforce.




By embodying these traits, IT leaders can navigate complex environments, foster innovation, and turn challenges into opportunities for long-term success.





Setting the Stage for Success


For IT leaders to effectively exercise the traits of leadership — championing agility, bridging gaps, and rallying the troops — certain organisational conditions must be in place.


First, IT leaders must have clout within the organisation. This requires a prominent seat at the table, ensuring that IT leadership is positioned high in the hierarchy rather than buried in layers of bureaucracy. Without this visibility and influence, their ability to lead effectively and align IT strategies with business objectives is significantly hindered.


Second, IT leaders need champions within the organisation — stakeholders from the business side who amplify their voice and sponsor IT initiatives. Building strong relationships with these champions involves investing in their success, creating a win-win dynamic where IT enables their projects to thrive. The resulting success stories become valuable tools for promoting IT’s strategic role within the organisation. Conversely, focusing too much on detractors or derailers — those who resist change and undermine IT’s efforts — is counterproductive. These individuals are unlikely to shift their stance, so it’s more effective to empower champions with the resources and narratives to advocate for IT’s contributions.


Finally, assembling a capable leadership team is critical. IT leaders must recruit individuals who possess not only technical expertise but also strong communication skills, business acumen, and industry credibility. This focus on talent extends beyond the CIO’s immediate team to include the next level of leadership, creating a robust pipeline of capable professionals. Ultimately, an IT leader’s success is deeply tied to the strength and influence of their team.





Conclusion: Leadership Traits as Catalysts for IT Success


The modern VUCA world demands IT leaders who can champion agility, bridge organisational gaps, and rally their teams toward a shared vision. These traits are not merely aspirational: they are actionable principles that transform IT from a back-office function into a strategic driver of innovation and business value. From fostering an agile mindset to aligning IT with business priorities and motivating teams to achieve exceptional outcomes, IT leaders must rise to the challenges of a rapidly changing technological landscape. Equally, they must ensure that the organisational conditions are in place to exercise these traits effectively: a seat at the table, strong champions, and a capable team.


The examples shared throughout this piece — from transforming consulting practices to aligning IT with business goals — illustrate how these traits can drive transformative outcomes. By embracing these principles, IT leaders can navigate complexity, inspire innovation, and position their organisations for long-term success in an ever-evolving world. Leadership in IT is not just about managing technology; it is about empowering people, bridging divides, and creating a culture of adaptability and collaboration that drives meaningful impact.





1 Naef, Patrick: “The Technology Illusion: Dispelling the Myth of Digital Transformation”, 2025: https://itvisor.ch/page17.html
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