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“The CDO is often the most senior person in the
organisation with the least ability to compel anyone

to do anything differently.”

1. The Proliferation of a Title

Over the past eighteen months, the Chief Digital Officer has become one of the
fastest-growing C-suite appointments across financial services, retail, media, and the
public sector. The rationale is consistent: digital is too important to be left to the
technology function alone, and someone at the most senior level needs to own the
digital agenda, drive the digital strategy, and ensure the organisation responds to the
competitive threat from digital-native entrants.

The logic is sound. The execution, in a striking number of cases, is not.

The pattern I have observed is this: organisations appoint a CDO with a mandate that
sounds transformative — own the digital strategy, drive digital innovation, lead the
organisation's digital transformation — and then place them in a structure that makes
delivering on that mandate almost impossible. The CDO arrives with a title, a small
team, and a set of expectations that require authority over budgets, technology,
customer experience, and operating processes that remain firmly in the hands of
established business units and the existing CIO.

2. Authority Without the Levers

The fundamental problem is structural. Digital transformation, by its nature, cuts
across every function in the organisation. It touches customer channels, products,
operations, technology architecture, data, people, and culture. No single role can drive
transformation across all of these dimensions without either direct control of the
resources involved or a governance mandate that compels other functions to align.

Most CDOs have neither.
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The typical CDO I encounter has a direct team of perhaps twenty to fifty people in an
organisation of thousands. They have a modest innovation budget but no control over
the enterprise technology budget, which remains with the CIO. They have influence
over the digital channel strategy but no authority over the product functions that
determine what is sold through those channels. They can advocate for changes to
operating processes but cannot compel the operations function to adopt them.

The CDO is often the most senior person in the organisation with the least ability to
compel anyone to do anything differently.

3. The CIO-CDO Tension

The relationship between the CDO and the CIO is, in most organisations, the fault line
where this structural problem is most visible. The CDO's mandate — to drive digital
transformation — inevitably overlaps with the CIO's domain. Technology architecture,
platform selection, integration strategy, data management — these are all areas where
the CDO's ambitions depend on the CIO's cooperation, and where the CIO may
reasonably see the CDO as encroaching on established territory.

In the best cases, the two roles develop a productive partnership, with the CDO
focusing on strategy and customer experience and the CIO on platform delivery and
operations. In the worst cases — and they are not uncommon — the relationship
becomes a turf war that consumes energy, creates confusion for the wider
organisation, and slows the very transformation both roles were created to accelerate.

The organisations that avoid this tension are, revealingly, those that were clearest
about the CDO's authority from the outset. They defined not just the mandate but the
governance model: which decisions the CDO owns, which the CIO owns, and how
conflicts are escalated. Where this clarity is absent, which is the majority of cases I have
seen, the default is that established power structures prevail and the CDO is left to
influence rather than direct.

4. Innovation Without Integration

The second pattern that recurs is the CDO as innovation leader — responsible for
digital labs, proof-of-concept projects, and partnership with technology start-ups, but
disconnected from the core business operations that determine whether innovations
scale.

This is a seductive model because it produces visible activity quickly. A digital lab can
be established in weeks. Proof-of-concept projects can be demonstrated to the board
within months. Partnerships with fintech firms or digital agencies generate energy and
external attention.

But the gap between a proof of concept and a scaled operational capability is vast, and
it is a gap that the CDO typically cannot bridge alone. Scaling a digital innovation
requires changes to core technology platforms, operational processes, regulatory
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compliance frameworks, and staff capabilities. These are owned by functions over
which the CDO has no authority.

The result is a growing portfolio of innovations that have been proven in concept but
never integrated into the business. The digital lab becomes a showcase — impressive to
visit, but disconnected from the organisation's actual operations and, increasingly,
from its strategic priorities.

The gap between proving a digital concept and scaling it into operations is not
primarily a technology gap. It is a governance gap — and it falls precisely in the space
where the CDO's authority ends and nobody else's begins.

5. What the Successful Appointments Share

The CDO appointments that are working — and some are working well — share
characteristics that are instructive.

• The CDO reports directly to the CEO, not to the CIO or the COO, and the
reporting line carries genuine executive sponsorship, not nominal oversight

• The CDO has budget authority over a meaningful portion of the technology
investment, not just an innovation fund

• The governance model explicitly defines the CDO's decision rights relative to other
C-suite roles, particularly the CIO

• The CDO's mandate is framed around business outcomes — revenue through
digital channels, customer acquisition, operational efficiency — not around
activities like innovation or strategy development

• The organisation treats the CDO appointment as part of a broader governance
restructuring, not as a single hire that will, by its existence, catalyse
transformation

What these characteristics have in common is that they address the authority problem
directly. They do not assume that a title and a mandate will be sufficient. They build the
structural conditions for the role to succeed.

6. The Deeper Lesson

The CDO phenomenon reveals something important about how organisations respond
to strategic imperatives. The instinct is to create a role — to appoint someone who will
own the problem. This is understandable but insufficient when the problem is
structural.

Digital transformation is not a functional challenge that can be delegated to a single
leader, however talented. It is an enterprise-wide shift that requires changes to
governance, investment models, operating structures, and culture. A CDO can lead that
shift, but only if the organisation is willing to restructure its authority model to make
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leadership possible.

Without that restructuring, the CDO appointment is a signal of intent without the
means to deliver. It tells the market, the board, and the staff that the organisation takes
digital seriously. But it does not, by itself, change anything about how the organisation
actually operates.

The organisations that will succeed with digital transformation are not necessarily
those with the most impressive CDO appointment. They are those that have thought
most carefully about the authority, governance, and structural conditions that make
digital leadership effective — and that have had the courage to make the changes those
conditions require.

“The instinct is to create a role — to appoint someone
who will own the problem. This is understandable but

insufficient when the problem is structural.”


