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INTRODUCTION

The institutional investment industry is feeling 
pressure from all sides. Every day, colossal volumes 
of data flow in from custodians, fund administrators, 
consultants, and managers — all of which must be 
organized and analyzed. Customer expectations for 
transparency, responsiveness, and service are getting 
higher. The need for greater process efficiencies and 
enhanced business agility is growing. All of these 
pressures are driving digital transformation efforts 
across the industry. 

As the chief investment officer for your firm, you may find yourself in the unexpected (and perhaps 
uncomfortable) position of being a change agent for digital transformation — especially if your firm does not 
have a chief information officer on staff. To help you lead the way forward, here are nine lessons from  
chief information officers for a smooth and seamless digital transformation journey.

LESSON 1: BE OUTCOME-FOCUSED. 
If you do not have experience leading digital transformation efforts, the prospect can be daunting. It is easy 
to fall prey to the temptation to jump to vendor selection before doing the hard work of determining very 

specifically what you want to achieve through digital transformation. For example, 
is your goal to increase operational efficiency? Create a single source of 

truth for data? Free up resources for other tasks? Streamline existing 
processes? 

If you fail to stay focused on your desired outcomes, you will 
in all likelihood drift off track and end up snarled in complex 
projects that do not deliver the hoped-for benefits. In contrast, 
studies from the Harvard Business School show that digital 
leaders boast a three-year average gross margin of 55 percent, 
compared to 37 percent for digital laggards. Earnings are also 
greater, with leaders earning 16 percent as a three-year average 
compared to the laggards’ 11 percent.1

The lesson is clear: Identify your destination first. Your destination 
will determine how you decide to get there.  

As the chief investment officer for 

your firm, you may find yourself in the 

unexpected (and perhaps uncomfortable) 

position of being a change agent for  

digital transformation…

  1Boulton, Clint. “‘Digital laggards’ must harness data or get left behind.” CIO, 2016.
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LESSON 2: REMEMBER THAT 
PEOPLE MATTER.

Digital transformation involves more than technology; it also involves each 
and every person within your firm. Digital transformation brings with it 
different ways of working, increased volumes of data, modified processes, 
and more. Failure to prepare people within the organization for these cultural 
changes is a recipe for disaster.  

A successful digital transformation effort requires executive sponsorship (very 
likely from you as the chief investment officer). You need to set the vision 
for the digital transformation, think through the paradigm shift it will involve, 
delineate how it will impact the various groups of people in your firm, and then 
— perhaps the most challenging task of all — bring people on board. 

Clear and ongoing communication is key to driving cultural change. That 
includes value discussions, training, education, open forums, presentations, 
and more. It is critical to keep in mind at all times that people matter. You are 
bringing in new technology, but it is your people who will be using it. Prepare 
them poorly, and you may find performance worse than it was before the 
digital transformation took place. Prepare them well, and the velocity of your 
entire organization will accelerate.

LESSON 3: CROWD-SOURCE INSIGHTS.
Don’t fall into the trap of thinking that the success or failure of your firm’s 
digital transformation rests squarely on your shoulders alone. You are 
surrounded by people who can help you: take advantage of their knowledge, 
experience, and insights!

For example, vendors may know of approaches or best practices that would 
not occur to you as a chief investment officer. A cross-functional team —  
due diligence, portfolio management, research management, accounting, 
legal, compliance, and operations — can flesh out your understanding of  
how the organization works now and how it could work better. 

Determine right from the outset not to go it alone. Shoulder tap people around 
you, inside and outside your firm, with whom you can work to make the overall 
digital transformation more effective. Doing so will not only relieve some of the 
pressure on you, it will also drive greater value from the transformation efforts 
and give your firm the edge you are looking for in the marketplace.
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LESSON 4: CREATE KNOWLEDGE-BASED PROCESSES. 
Technology can help you structure data, process data, and analyze data, among other tasks. What it cannot 
do is turn data into knowledge — and, at the end of the day, knowledge is what you want. That being the 
case, you want to create knowledge-based processes within your firm. 

Knowledge is very different than data, and requires a different set of questions. For example, you will want 
to know who uses certain types of data, what decisions they are making with that data, and the timeframe 
around their decision-making processes. Only then can you determine what data to capture, how to organize 
it appropriately, and with whom to share it. 

With knowledge-based processes in place, your firm will be able to unlock the insights residing within your 
data sets, whether those data sets involve your members, your funds, your managers, or another facet of your 
business. Acting on these insights will give you a huge advantage in the marketplace.

LESSON 5: MOVE FROM “MY DATA” TO “OUR DATA.”
Technological and cultural siloes often exist within investment firms. This results in multiple sources of truth, 
higher operational costs, and lost value where people would benefit from a certain data set but either do not 
know it exists or do not have access to it. 

For all these reasons, it is imperative to talk with each and every function within your organization as part of 
your strategy work around digital transformation. You want to understand what data they collect and use, how 
that data could impact or be of value to other groups, and what data should become a shareable institutional 
data set. It is wise to bring the various groups to the table so that cross-functional discussion can take 
place. Such discussions help people to make the move from thinking myopically about “my data” to viewing 
information holistically as “our data.”

It is always easier do this upfront work to establish a comprehensive fundamental structure, rather than realize 
at a later date that additional data sets need to be merged into existing ones because they were overlooked.  
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LESSON 6: BE OUTCOME-FOCUSED IN  
DATA GOVERNANCE.

Data governance is a key aspect of digital transformation, and it must go beyond simply defining the 
information architecture. Form a data governance group within your organization with representation from key 
stakeholders such as your compliance team and your security team. Together, work through matters such as:

 • PRIVACY. Where you are storing personally identifiable information (PII) and how will you protect it?

 • COMPLIANCE. How are you impacted by regulations including GDPR?

 • ACCESS. Who needs access to the various data sets and why do they need access?

 • STRUCTURE. What is the optimal way to organize the firm’s data?

 • ANALYTICS. How do you want to mine data for insights and what reports do you want to generate? 

Ultimately, data governance should be about outcomes: what do you want to achieve through the utilization 
of data? Such outcomes must cover all of the above points and more in order to ensure data quality  
and usability. 

LESSON 7: ENSURE CONNECTION BETWEEN PEOPLE, 
DEVICES, AND SYSTEMS. 

As you engage in digital transformation, take the time to map out how data flows within the organization,  
how people are using devices, and how systems interrelate. These connections are vital to the success of 
your business. 

For example, investment officers who spend time on the road meeting prospective managers care a lot about 
the mobile experience. What information do they need access to anytime/anywhere? How can you give them 
seamless access to that data? Are they using their own mobile devices? Do you need to modify your device 
policies? How will you ensure robust privacy and security? 

Or again, what interdependencies currently exist within your systems? What new connections will need to be 
made during the course of digital transformation? For instance, if you are putting in a productivity suite or a 
data warehouse, does your accounting system need to tie into it? Will you need to leverage APIs or an open 
architecture? 

Mapping out all the connections between people, devices, and systems at the start will enable you to achieve 
the outcomes you want from your digital transformation journey.
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LESSON 8: ENABLE SHADOW IT. 
Shadow IT refers to software, systems, or technology built and used within organizations without explicit 
organizational approval. Your natural reaction is likely to try to stamp out shadow IT ... after all, it represents 
security and privacy risks. But the fact is, people turn to shadow IT because they are trying to accomplish 
goals and do not feel they have other options available to them. If the goals people want to accomplish are 
good and in line with desired business outcomes, then the better solution is to legitimize shadow IT and 
thereby remove barriers to mobility, flexibility, and productivity. 

Enabling shadow IT does not mean that “anything goes.” It means creating policies, guardrails, and 
processes whereby people can get the applications and tools they want approved — legitimately. It will likely 
involve partnering with new vendors and becoming part of the open API world. 

By enabling shadow IT, you will help people understand that new tools and technologies will be fairly 
evaluated and can be implemented within the bounds of what is safe for the business.

 LESSON 9: FIND A PARTNER WHO CAN SUPPORT 
YOUR ONGOING SUCCESS.

As you have seen from the first eight lessons, digital transformation is not simple. It is not a matter of “buying 
a system.” It involves a tremendous amount of strategizing about data, people, devices, systems, and 
outcomes. For that reason, digital transformation is best undertaken with a partner who has made the journey 
before and whose experience and expertise can help you reach your destination. 

A true partner does more than “implement a system.” A true partner will work with you to launch quickly, 
efficiently, and cost-effectively. They will help you get quick wins to garner employee support and 
engagement. They will support you in measuring your progress against pre-determined goals. They will  
share best practices to lessen risk and strengthen security. In short, they will empower you to achieve  
your objectives. 

Of key importance, a true partner will be invested in your industry: they will offer an industry-specific solution 
because they understand your business. They and their solution will evolve with you as your needs change so 
that they can continue to support you and further your success.

CONFIDENCE FOR THE JOURNEY
As a chief investment officer, you can confidently take on the role of change agent for digital transformation. 
These lessons — tried and tested by your chief information officer colleagues — will pave the way for a 
smooth and seamless digital transformation journey.
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Backstop’s mission is to help the institutional investment industry use time to its fullest potential. We develop 
technology to simplify and streamline otherwise time-consuming tasks and processes, enabling our clients 
to quickly and easily access, share, and manage the knowledge that’s critical to their day-to-day business 
success. Backstop provides its industry-leading cloud-based productivity suite to investment consultants, 
pensions, funds of funds, family offices, endowments, foundations, private equity, hedge funds, and  
real estate investment firms.
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