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On what Information Technology (IT) business applications are Chief Information 
Officers (CIOs) of major companies presently focused and what motivates this focus?  In 
the fall 2005 we undertook a small “snapshot study” to answer this question, as part of a 
series of such studies (see, e.g. Firth and Swanson, 2003).  We were interested to learn: 
 

1. Among a variety of generic business applications of IT, namely: 
• Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) 
• Customer Relationship Management (CRM) 
• Knowledge Management 
• Business Intelligence 
• Supply Chain Management 
• Collaborative Work Systems 
• Business Portals 
• Executive Information Systems 
• Regulatory Compliance Systems 

Which command the CIO’s current time and attention? 
2. Among a variety of motivating reasons, namely: 

• Executing business plan 
• Exploring new technology 
• Assessing best industry practice 
• Partnering with other business 
• Justifying new IT investment 
• Resolving implementation problems 
• Responding to operational failures 
• Meeting performance goals 
• Building user skills 
• Achieving business benefits 

Which are the more significant in motivating the CIO’s application attention? 
3. Among three pairs of contrasting business objectives, namely: 

• Revenue enhancement versus cost reduction 
• Business process innovation versus business outsourcing 
• Human resource investment versus headcount reduction 

What is the firm’s current strategic focus in terms of the balances struck, and does 
this focus affect the CIO’s application attention? 
 

We sought to obtain a “snapshot” of the importance of each application type as of the fall 
2005, in terms of the management attention allocated to it.  As each type reflects a 
different organizing vision for the business application of IT (Swanson and Ramiller, 
1997), and each has a different history of material adoption and diffusion among firms, 
we expected to find differences, but we had little idea of what these differences might be. 
For instance, would CRM as a recent “hot” application among adopters command more 
of the CIO’s attention than the more prosaic, largely already adopted ERP?  Or would an 
already adopted ERP and its day to day issues dominate the newer CRM in the CIO’s 
attention space?  As managerial attention is known to be among the scarcest of a firm’s 
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resources (Simon, 1976), we believed that the picture we hoped to obtain should 
correspond closely to the current importance of the application types among firms. 
 
We thus undertook a short survey of Fortune 1000 firms to answer our questions.  Below, 
we describe our study and its findings.  But in a nutshell, here is what we learned: 
 

• CIOs are currently giving more time and attention to ERP than they are to 
other generic application types.   

• CIOs give substantial daily attention to their business applications on the 
whole. 

• CIO attention to business applications is motivated primarily by business 
focused reasons. 

• CIO attention to business applications varies little according to the firm’s 
strategic focus. 

 
The sections to follow describe in more detail the study method, the findings, and the 
implications we draw.   

Study Method 
 
The ambitions for our study were modest, as were our methods.  As part of a broader 
effort to establish and maintain contacts with leading firms, we targeted our survey at the 
CIOs of the Fortune 1000 companies.  We employed a conventional mail survey 
instrument, addressing the three question sets described above.  The structure and 
wording of the questions was our own, and we gave careful attention to it.  We promised 
anonymity to our respondents where desired.  We used a single first class mailing with a 
cover letter also calling the CIO’s attention to an executive education course our school 
was offering (reflecting another purpose of our mailing).  The mailing was undertaken in 
October 2005. 
 
We received 21 replies, a small number, but sufficient for our cursory “snapshot” 
purposes.  We sought not a respondent sample large enough to speak for the Fortune 
1000 on the whole, but rather only a sample that lent itself to a limited analysis and could 
be said to represent a larger group like itself (admittedly a weak claim).  If there was a 
response bias, it was probably toward CIOs who give more, rather than less, attention to 
their business applications, as they would be more interested in our research.  As it turned 
out, our few respondents were distributed roughly equally between the Fortune 1-500 and 
the Fortune 501-1000.2 
 
Our analysis was limited to straightforward descriptive statistics plus the computation of 
simple correlations tested as to their significance.  Because our sample is small, the 
magnitudes of the significant correlations found tend to be large (absolute values greater 
                                                 
2 To ascertain whether organizational size might play an explanatory role, as it often does in organizational 
research, we distributed the survey in two parts.  We received 11 replies from the Fortune 1-500 and 10 
replies from the Fortune 501-1000.  There were no significant differences in the responses from the two 
groups. 
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Exhibit 1.  CIO’s attention to IT business applications 

CIO’s Attention 
(working days/month)  Correlations 

Mean Standard 
Deviation Applications ERP Business 

Intelligence 

Supply 
Chain 
Mgnt. 

Regulatory 
Compliance 

Systems 

Business 
Portals 

Executive 
Information 

Systems 
CRM CWS Knowledge 

Mgnt. 

10.05 8.38 ERP 1         

6.43 7.1 Business Intelligence 0.196 1        

6 7.44 Supply Chain Mgnt. .468* 0.339 1       

5.24 5.77 Regulatory 
Compliance Systems 0.121 -0.197 0.322 1      

5.1 5.8 Business Portals 0.026 0.268 0.021 0.019 1     

4.71 6.87 Executive Information 
Systems 0.065 .732** .538* -0.001 .576** 1    

4.1 6.95 CRM 0.068 0.418 -0.225 0.231 0.316 0.31 1   

3.33 4.82 Collaborative Work 
Systems (CWS) -0.285 -0.088 0.029 0.144 -0.041 -0.091 -0.113 1  

2.67 4.42 Knowledge Mgnt. -0.353 0.403 -0.277 0.015 .518* .463* .721** -0.133 1 

**  Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
*  Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

Examples of how to read Exhibit 1: 
• CIO’s attention to ERP applications is on average 10.05 working days a month (8.38 working days standard deviation). 
• CIO’s attention to Knowledge Management systems is on average 2.67 working days a month (4.42 working days standard deviation).  
• Correlation between attention paid to ERP applications and attention paid to Supply Chain Management applications is .468* (significant at the 0.05 

level, 2-tailed test). 
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than 0.45) compared to those typical of larger studies.  No doubt in part for this reason, as 
we shall see, we found relatively few significant correlations. 
          

Findings 

Application attention    
 
Our first question asked, “On what kinds of IT business applications are you and your 
executive team currently spending your time and attention?”  For each of nine listed 
generic application types, respondents checked one of five categories indicating the 
frequency of their attention, ranging from “daily attention” to “rare if any attention.” 
 
We find that CIOs and their executive teams give more of their time and attention, on 
half of all working days on average, to their ERP systems, than they do to any of the 
other major application types, as shown in Exhibit 1.  In marked contrast, CIOs give their 
time and attention to collaborative work systems and knowledge management on only 
about three days each month, on average. 
 
As might be expected, we found several significant correlations in the attention given to 
the different application types.  Specifically, attention to executive information systems 
was positively associated with attention to business intelligence (r=.732**), business 
portals (r=.576**), supply chain management (r=.538*), and knowledge management 
(r=.463*).3  Attention to knowledge management was additionally positively associated 
with attention to customer relationship management (r=.721**) and business portals 
(r=.518*).  Attention to enterprise resource planning was positively associated with 
attention to supply chain management (r=.468*). 
 
We further computed a total average daily attention to applications by summing 
responses across the nine application groups and dividing by the 20 working days of each 
month.  We find that CIOs and their executive teams give their daily time and attention to 
about 2.4 of the application groups, on average.  On the whole, it is clear the CIOs and 
their executive teams devote substantial attention to IT business applications, in addition 
to the attention they no doubt also give their networks and other infrastructure.  

Attention motivators 
 
Our second question asked, “On the whole, what motivates your time and attention as 
described above?”  For each of ten listed motivating reasons, respondents checked their 
significance on a five-point scale ranging from “highly significant” to “not significant.”

                                                 
3 Here and elsewhere, **indicates that the correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed test), while * 
indicates significance at the 0.05 level (2-tailed test). 
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Exhibit 2.  CIO’s attention motivators to IT business applications 

Significance of 
Attention Motivators 

1= “Not significant” 
5 = “Highly significant” 

 Correlations 

Mean 
Standard 

Deviation 
Attention Motivators 

Achieving 

business 

benefits 

Executing 

business 

plan 

Meeting 

performance 

goals 

Assessing best 

industry 

practice 

Partnering 

with other 

business 

Resolving 

implementation 

problems 

Justifying 

new IT 

investment 

Exploring 

new 

technology 

Responding to 

operational 

failures 

Building 

user skills 

4.85 0.37 Achieving business benefits 1          

4.71 0.56 Executing business plan -0.226 1         

4.14 0.85 Meeting performance goals 0.402 0.194 1        

3.81 0.93 
Assessing best industry 

practice 
-0.276 0.274 -0.027 1       

3.52 1.4 
Partnering with other 

business 
0.036 -0.055 -0.024 0.388 1      

3.24 1.18 
Resolving  implementation 

problems 
-0.135 -0.119 0.114 -0.322 -0.170 1     

3.19 1.12 Justifying new IT investment 0.183 0.110 0.022 0.840 0.156 -0.111 1    

2.95 1.07 Exploring new technology 0.228 -0.190 0.008 -0.010 .551** -.505* 0.340 1   

2.86 1.53 
Responding to operational 

failures 
-0.11 0.067 0.400 -0.232 -0.01 .853** -0.158 -0.433 1  

2.86 1.06 Building user skills 0.41 -0.240 0.244 -0.181 0.322 0.108 .527* 0.213 0.203 1 

**  Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
*  Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

Examples of how to read Exhibit 2: 
• The attention motivator “Achieving business benefits” scored 4.85 on average on a scale of 1 to 5 (1= “Not significant”, 5 = “Highly significant”).  
• Correlation between “Resolving implementation problems” and “responding to operational failures” is 0.853** (0.01 level, 2-tailed test). 
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We find that the major motivating reasons are “achieving business benefits” and 
“executing business plan,” both of which are highly significant, on average, as shown in 
Exhibit 2. Three other motivating reasons, “meeting performance goals,” “assessing best 
industry practice,” and “partnering with other business,” are considered moderately 
significant, while five motivating reasons, “responding to operational failures,” “building 
user skills,” “exploring new technology,” “justifying new IT investment,” and “resolving 
implementation problems,” are judged “somewhat significant” on average.  We see from 
this that business focused reasons are of primary significance in motivating the CIO’s 
time and attention to the firm’s business applications. 
 
As might be expected, we identified several significant correlations among the attention 
motivators.  Resolving implementation problems was positively associated with 
responding to operational failures (r=.853**), not surprisingly, but it was also negatively 
associated with exploring new technology (r=-.505*), suggesting that the latter can be 
crowded out by fire fighting priorities.  In contrast, exploring new technology was 
positively associated with partnering with other business (r=.551**).  Lastly, somewhat 
provocatively, building user skills was positively associated with justifying new IT 
investment (r=.527*).   

Strategic focus 
 
Our third question asked, “What business objectives describe your current strategic 
focus?”  For each of three paired opposites, revenue enhancement versus cost reduction, 
business process innovation versus business outsourcing, and human resource investment 
versus headcount reduction, respondents checked a five point scale indicating “the 
current balance in your firm’s business objectives, as these affect your time and 
attention.”  
 
Exhibit 3.  Strategic focus of business objectives 

 Mean Standard Deviation 

Revenue enhancement (1) / Cost reduction (5) 2.81 .93 

Business process innovation (1) / Business outsourcing (5) 2.33 .97 

Human resource investment (1) / Headcount reduction (5) 2.57 .93 

Correlations 

 Revenue enhancement 
/ Cost reduction 

Business process 
innovation / Business 

outsourcing 

Human resource 
investment / 

Headcount reduction 

Revenue enhancement / Cost reduction 1.000   

Business process innovation / Business 
outsourcing .409 1.000  

Human resource investment / 
Headcount reduction -.042 .056 1.000 
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We find a balanced strategic focus, on average, among our respondents, as shown in 
Exhibit 3.   On the whole, business objectives were weighted slightly toward the 
“positives” of revenue growth and new investment, as opposed to the “negatives” of cost 
cutting and downsizing.  Interestingly, responses to the three scales were not significantly 
correlated with each other, suggesting that balances on each could be struck 
independently of the others. 

Further analysis 
 
We were interested to know whether strategic focus might explain differences in 
application attention and its motivators.  We wanted to know too whether differences in 
application attention could be accounted for by its motivators. 
 
We find only two significant correlations between application attention and its 
motivators.  The single motivator, “meeting performance goals,” is negatively associated 
with attention to executive information systems (r=-.683**), and is further negatively 
associated with average daily attention to applications on the whole (r=-.499*).  We find 
this isolated result inexplicable.  It is probably more noteworthy that other correlations in 
the set were everywhere insignificant.  On the whole, application attention is not 
explained by its presumed motivators in this study. 
 
From additional correlational analysis, we further find the attention motivators unrelated 
to strategic focus, thus eliminating them from further explanatory consideration. 
 
Finally, however, we do find strategic focus associated in a small way with application 
attention.  Attention to cooperative work systems is positively associated with cost 
reduction (r=.629**) and human resource investment (r=.504*) objectives, while 
attention to regulatory compliance systems is also significantly associated with human 
resource investment objectives (r=.457*).  We find it interesting that investing in human 
resources and attending to cooperative work systems prevails in a cost reduction 
environment; it may be that cooperative work systems are in part seen as a means to 
leverage and obtain efficiencies from a work force in a cost-conscious setting.  On the 
whole, though, CIO attention to applications apparently varies little according to strategic 
focus as measured here. 
 

Conclusion 
 
The research reported here is of course quite limited by design.  It aimed to provide only 
a “snapshot” of the CIO’s current focus on business applications.  Despite a small 
respondent sample, we did obtain a useful glimpse.  We found that CIOs continue to 
devote considerable attention to their ERP systems, even though these systems have 
presumably been implemented for some time now.  One reason for this may be that ERP 
provides for the firm’s basic transaction processing, which by its centrality and 
importance, demands ongoing attention of one form or another.  However, another reason 
may be that firms have yet to fully assimilate their ERP systems, and are still striving to 
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obtain elusive business benefits.  Thus, it should be interesting to undertake a further 
study to probe what lies behind the CIO’s continued attention to the firm’s ERP systems. 
 
It should also be useful to do a larger study in which differences in the CIO’s attention to 
business applications could be assessed across industries.  Might we expect to find 
differences in the CIO’s attention to applications between information-intensive and other 
industries, for instance, reflecting basic underlying differences in application importance?  
Too, we might consider the penetration of a business application such as ERP or CRM 
across industries, and assess whether the CIO’s attention to the application reflected 
penetration differences, for example, by being greater in industries currently undergoing 
a high adoption rate. 
 
On the whole, we believe that future studies of the CIO’s attention to the firm’s business 
applications may deliver useful insights beyond the few obtained in the present research.  
Here we have merely probed the possibilities.   
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