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The	Consumerization	of	Information	Technology	

Introduction	

Information	Technology	 (IT)	 is	 the	practice	of	 using	 computers	 and	 the	networks	 that	

interconnect	 them	 in	 support	 of	 business	 objectives.	 Over	 the	 past	 30	 years	 IT	 has	 become	

essential	 to	 the	 successful	 operations	 of	 every	 company.	 Computers	 have	 enabled	 new	

efficiencies	and	opened	doors	for	business	insights	that	were	inconceivable	before.	

IT	has	also	become,	at	times,	a	drag	on	company	operations.	Departments	became	more	

dependent	upon	new	automated	processes.	When	IT	services	fail,	the	business	impact	can	be	

high.	Business	stakeholders	want	high	IT	service	quality,	rapidly	delivered	at	a	low	cost.	

The	leader	of	IT	within	large	organizations	is	the	Chief	Information	Officer	(CIO).	Their	job	

is	to	manage	the	complexity	of	IT	systems	so	that	the	rest	of	the	business	can	focus	on	their	core	

competencies.	The	role	of	the	CIO	has	evolved	significantly	as	IT	has	grown	in	importance.	The	

CIO	must	juggle	critical	issues	of	security,	compliance	and	service	quality.	At	the	same	time,	the	

CIO	is	expected	to	be	forward	looking	so	that	their	company	can	maximize	efficiencies	and	stay	

ahead	of	the	curve.	

History	and	Context	

Information	Technology	has	its	roots	in	mainframe	computing	from	the	1960s	and	70s.	

Companies	 purchased	 mainframes	 largely	 to	 support	 their	 accounting	 and	 financial	 teams.	

Mainframe	 systems	were	monolithic	 in	 that	 they	were	a	 single	 system	supported	by	a	 single	

vendor.	This	kept	complexity	at	a	minimum	and	made	the	systems	supportable.	
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Because	 few	 teams	 within	 the	

company	needed	access	to	the	computing	

systems,	 there	 was	 no	 need	 for	 a	

centralized	 computing	 organization	 or	 a	

CIO.	 Business	 units	 within	 the	 company	

worked	 directly	 with	 computing	 vendors	 to	 acquire	 software	 and	 hardware	 solutions.	 This	

arrangement	worked	well	as	solutions	were	crafted	directly	for	customer	needs.	Services	were	

very	 expensive,	 but	 not	 complicated	 to	 navigate.	 Users	 were	 generally	 satisfied	 and	 the	

mainframe	vendors	made	a	healthy	profit.	

The	 shift	 to	 client-server	 computing	 in	 the	 mid-1990s	 brought	 with	 it	 many	 new	

applications	for	computing	across	the	entire	range	of	corporate	functions.	Now	every	business	

unit	had	data	to	store	and	applications	to	host.	Complexity	rose	dramatically,	but	costs	dropped	

as	competition	and	an	increase	in	computing	power	drove	a	massive	wave	of	 innovation.	The	

Windows	 and	 Unix	 operating	 systems	 emerged	 as	 powerful	 alternatives	 to	 mainframe	

computing.	These	new	systems	did	not	require	the	massive	datacenter	floor	space	and	expensive	

support	 contracts	 of	 mainframes.	 They	 did,	 however,	 increase	 complexity	 by	 orders	 of	

magnitude.	

The	role	of	CIO	emerged	to	manage	 IT	complexity,	consolidate	 IT	 functions	across	 the	

organization	and	raise	IT	concerns	to	C-level	strategic	importance.	During	this	period,	companies	

began	 to	 understand	 the	 importance	 of	 computing	 operations	 to	 their	 lines	 of	 business	 and	

planned	for	the	costs	of	IT	as	a	critical	cost	center	along	the	lines	of	their	marketing	or	facilities	

spending.	The	CIO	would	seek	to	optimize	IT	operations	so	that	expertise	was	centralized	and	
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provided	as	a	service	back	to	the	lines	of	business.	The	CIO	became	critical	to	company	success	

as	complexity	increased.	

Instead	of	a	single,	bulletproof,	mainframe	that	consolidated	all	functions	and	was	built	

not	to	fail,	companies	now	had	to	manage	dozens	or	hundreds	of	smaller	systems	that	were	each	

dedicated	 to	 a	 single	 function.	 Datacenter	

space	 that	 had	 been	 vacated	 by	 the	

mainframe	 was	 quickly	 filled	 with	 the	

proliferation	 of	 the	 “server	 sprawl”	

phenomenon.	 Each	 time	 a	 department	

needed	a	new	database	or	application,	they	

would	need	to	provision	a	separate	hardware	server.	Even	if	the	full	capacity	of	each	server	was	

minimally	used,	servers	would	not	be	shared	between	different	services	to	limit	the	impact	of	a	

future	server	failure.	This	became	very	inefficient.	

IT	teams	spent	much	of	their	time	moving	server	hardware,	attaching	network	cabling	

and	installing	software.	As	IT	grew,	it	became	a	distraction	from	the	core	business.	CIOs	began	to	

flex	their	muscle	to	streamline	operations	and	make	IT	more	responsive	to	the	business.	Many	

companies	began	to	outsource	to	newly	emerging	Managed	Hosting	providers	who	specialized	

in	 datacenter	 operations.	 This	 allowed	 the	

CIO	and	IT	team	to	focus	on	architecture	and	

let	a	specialized	provider	handle	operations.	

In	the	early	days	the	user	experience	

could	 be	 sub-optimal	 with	 outsourced	
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systems.	Users	struggled	with	slow	and	unresponsive	networks	or	firewalls	that	prevented	access	

to	important	resources.	Over	time	most	hosting	providers	worked	out	these	kinks.	

Many	organizations	were	able	to	convert	space	that	had	been	used	for	datacenters	back	

to	 office	 space.	 This	 allowed	 their	 high-rent	 spaces	 to	 be	maximized	 for	 revenue	 generating	

activities,	while	they	contracted	with	providers	who	hosted	datacenters	located	in	much	lower	

rent	areas.	

It	 is	 worth	 noting	 that	 IT	 became	 subject	 to	 constantly	 accelerating	 innovations	 and	

optimizations.	 Some	 benefitted	 users,	 others	 benefitted	 the	 company	 bottom	 line.	 The	 key	

takeaway	 is	 that	 from	 1995	 to	 2010	 CIOs	 drove	multiple	 generations	 of	 improvements	 that	

strategically	shifted	IT	from	a	cost	center	to	a	value	generator.	The	more	the	company	depended	

on	IT	services,	the	harder	it	was	to	keep	users	satisfied.	Expectations	rose	and	users	began	to	flex	

their	muscle.	They	began	to	demand	a	more	“consumer”	experience	from	IT.	They	did	not	want	

technical	details,	they	just	wanted	their	services	to	work	reliably.	

Industry	Disruption	–	Virtualization	

Virtualization	is	a	set	of	software	solutions	that	allow	an	organization	to	operate	multiple	

copies	of	a	computer	(called	virtual	machines)	running	on	a	single	unit	of	computer	hardware.	

This	 innovation	 in	 the	 early	 2000s	 introduced	 a	 massive	

disruption	 to	 IT	 industry	 practices.	 As	mentioned,	 the	 “server	

sprawl”	phenomenon	had	negated	many	of	the	gains	and	saving	

introduced	 with	 the	 advent	 of	 client-server	 computing.	

Companies	had	hundreds	of	 servers	provisioned,	each	heavily	

underutilized	(5%-10%	CPU	usage,	20%-30%	storage	usage,	5%	
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network	 usage).	 Virtualization	 was	 the	 perfect	 innovation	 at	 the	 ideal	 time	 to	 address	 this	

problem.	

Now,	 a	 single	 server	 could	 host	 ten	 or	 twenty	 virtual	 machines.	 Systems	 were	 still	

separated,	but	now	the	hardware	could	be	more	fully	utilized.	Datacenter	floor	space	began	to	

shrink	again.	Operating	a	virtualized	datacenter	still	required	a	high	level	of	specialization	and	

expertise.	 Companies	 did	 recognize	 significant	 cost	 savings	 due	 to	 the	 shift	 to	 virtualized	

computing.	CIOs	were	hailed	as	heroes	because	they	could	deliver	more	with	less.	They	no	longer	

oversaw	IT	simply	as	a	cost	center,	but	could	actually	generate	value	for	the	organization	through	

automation	and	new	services.	

This	 single	 innovation	 dramatically	 simplified	 IT	 operations	 and	 is	 the	 key	 enabling	

technology	 for	cloud	computing.	Virtualization	decoupled	a	virtual	machine	 from	the	physical	

system	 that	 it	 ran	 on.	 Because	 virtual	

machines	could	be	 rapidly	migrated	 from	

one	 physical	 system	 to	 another,	 the	

physical	systems	could	be	abstracted	into	

a	pool	of	resources	available	to	all	virtual	

machines.	 This	 enabled	 the	 agility	 and	 flexibility	 native	 to	 cloud	 computing.	 Without	

virtualization,	 cloud	 was	 not	 possible.	 By	 2015,	 75%	 of	 all	 server	 workloads	 were	 running	

virtualized.	

Industry	Disruption	–	Cloud	Computing	

Now,	computing	power	was	available	at	 the	configuration	control	of	 software	dials.	A	

simple	 interface	 allowed	 users	 to	 provision	 only	 the	 capacity	 that	 they	 needed.	 This	 further	
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empowered	users	and	they	demanded	deeper	and	more	powerful	interfaces.	Engineers	at	large	

companies	like	Google	and	Amazon	recognized	that	the	practices	they	used	for	their	own	internal	

clouds	 could	be	 sold	outside	 the	 company.	They	 too	built	user	 interfaces	and	 the	 first	public	

Infrastructure	as	a	Service	(IaaS)	clouds	were	born.	

The	innovation	accelerated.	Other	software	vendors	recognized	the	power	of	delivering	

complete	solutions	via	the	world	wide	web	without	users	ever	having	to	install	software.	Platform	

as	 a	 Service	 (PaaS)	 and	 Software	 as	 a	 Service	 (SaaS)	 offerings	 began	 to	 rise	 in	 popularity	 in	

competition	with	traditional	IT	departments.	These	solutions	offered	to	not	only	outsource	the	

datacenter	operations,	but	the	entire	IT	staff	all	the	way	down	to	the	help	desk.	Customers	could	

work	directly	with	the	vendor	for	the	complete	solution	and	the	company	was	not	required	to	

own	or	operate	and	computer	hardware	of	their	own.	

All	 of	 a	 sudden,	 the	 CIO	 and	 the	

internal	 IT	organization	 looked	expensive,	

slow	 and	 out	 of	 touch.	 Even	 though	

Virtualization	 had	 enabled	 rapid	

provisioning,	 IT	 departments	 were	 still	

slow	and	subject	to	bureaucracy	and	internal	politics.	If	I	were	“Mary”	in	the	Finance	department,	

why	would	I	go	to	the	IT	department	to	get	a	server	when	it	takes	5-6	days?	I	could	get	one	from	

Amazon	Web	Services	(AWS)	 in	5-6	minutes.	Almost	overnight,	the	CIO	had	become	a	middle	

man	who	could	be	cut	out	of	the	deal.	
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Future	Implications	for	Consumerized	IT	

IT	 is	 at	 an	 important	 crossroads	 today.	 The	managed	 hosting	 industry	 has	 undergone	

multiple	rounds	of	consolidation	with	fewer	and	larger	providers.	CIOs	have	rushed	to	embrace	

cloud	computing	even	as	it	makes	many	of	their	IT	organization	obsolete	and	unnecessary.	The	

CIOs	 who	 survive	 will	 be	 the	 ones	 who	

recognize	the	strategic	importance	of	new	

trends	 in	 security	 and	 Big	 Data	 and	who	

shrink	their	IT	organizations	to	reflect	the	

new	realities	of	public	cloud.	

The	future	looks	bright	for	the	end	users	of	IT,	they	are	in	the	driver’s	seat	once	again.	

The	narrative	has	come	full	circle	as	most	of	the	complexity	 is	hidden	away	from	users	 in	the	

plumbing	 of	 the	 cloud.	 As	 cloud	 services	 become	 even	 easier	 to	 use,	 providers	 continue	 to	

innovate	and	further	simplify	the	experience.	The	full	consumerization	of	IT	is	inevitable.	Business	

users	will	drive	future	innovations	as	a	simplified	user	experience	and	reduced	complexity	open	

the	doors	to	continued	innovation.	

	


