
To upgrade, or not to upgrade? For many retail CIOs today, that is the question. And in 
organizations where IT platforms and networks can border on obsolescence, there are 
tremendously compelling reasons to migrate to new platforms, or to simply fix the old 
ones. Although retailers can be slow to change, leading retail enterprises have proven that 
innovative technology and well integrated systems are essential to improving their market 
share and achieving competitive differentiation.

But while the reasons to green-light an upgrade or new technology initiative may be clear to 
IT executives, many projects fail before they even get a chance to begin. It’s the CIOs who 
can present a clear and actionable business case for technology proposals who are most 
successful in getting the go-ahead for much-needed investments.

CIOs do have new options when trying to gain support for their IT plans. The traditional, tried-
and-true approach has been to appeal to decision-makers’ desire to lower expenses. Any 
proposal that will manage costs and efficiently use technology has been more than likely 
to win over the powers that be. But in today’s business environment, savvy CIOs may want 
to use a different approach by designing technology initiatives that dovetail with the chief 
marketing officer’s goals – with the added benefit of creating a powerful ally in the process.

An IT-Marketing Convergence
Much has been made of the increasing importance of establishing a harmonious relationship 
between a CMO and the CIO. Traditionally, these departments and the executives who lead 
them have not exactly seen eye to eye, but the roles of each have evolved significantly over 
the past several years as retailers move toward greater interdepartmental collaboration. This 
is reflected in a recent study conducted by the CMO Council, in which 80% of marketers and 
88% of IT executives agreed that working with one another to achieve customer centricity 
is a priority.
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Increasingly, CIOs and CMOs are speaking the same language. Today’s top-performing 
CMOs possess broad skill sets and digital savvy and practice a concrete, measurable, data-
driven science that CIOs can no longer easily dismiss as soft-science fluff.  Indeed, Gartner 
predicts that in five years, CMOs will be spending more on IT than will the CIO – a dramatic 
shift from the current status quo.  As the CMO becomes the beating heart of the successful 
retail enterprise – tasked with driving top-line growth and demand creation – the CIO must 
become a strategic ally, aligning technology plans with marketing and business goals.

A positive sign is that CMOs and CIOs increasingly agree on technology’s importance to the 
organization’s success. According to the IBM report titled “CMOs and CIOs: Acquaintances 
or Allies?”, 93% of CMOs and 92% of CIOs indicate that technology is critical to the 
business’s future success.

Given these trends, savvy IT leaders should consider these six tips when embarking on IT 
upgrades. The first step is to get the right people behind important technology initiatives.

Tip #1: Seek Influential Business Champions
CIOs who focus not only on their department’s needs but also the goals of their executive 
peers can gain an advantage when the time comes to request technology upgrades. One 
home improvement retailer’s VP of store operations found success by working with both IT 
and the marketing chief to meet common goals. For a long time, the cost to deploy in-store 
WiFi was prohibitively high, even though the VP needed that technology in place to deploy 
customer-centric queue-busting applications and a platform for inventory management.

Then cloud-based WiFi management platforms hit the market, bringing down costs and 
addressing security concerns and management issues. Seeing the opportunity to solve 
problems for both marketing and store ops, the retailer’s IT team met with key executives from 
each department and discussed how to attach a dollar amount to the somewhat intangible 
value of connecting with the mobile consumer. With these concrete numbers in hand, the VP 
of store operations was able to justify the WiFi deployment.

Even before making the business case to decision makers, get stakeholders to provide 
feedback for proposed IT projects. Employees who will be affected by a proposed upgrade 
or new project can become influential champions for the project even before it arrives at the 
C-suite.

Tip #2: Keep the Customer Top-of-Mind
Even if a proposed upgrade or new initiative could produce cost savings, a more compelling 
argument is how the project would improve, for example, shopper loyalty, which in turn 
drives long-term revenue growth.

Upgrades with a direct impact on the customer experience are also more likely to garner 
marketing’s attention and enthusiasm. That’s been the case for one global quick-service 
restaurant chain, which is piloting mobile and tablet ordering and testing mobile payments 
via Google Wallet and PayPal in some of its 800 locations. In future upgrades, the retailer’s 
new smartphone application will integrate with the POS system to give customers a 
seamless experience by ordering, paying and setting a pick-up time, all from their mobile 
devices. App users have access to coupons and can collect loyalty points, all of which help 
to further marketing’s goals of creating a stickier customer experience.
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Tip #3: Focus on Business Value, Not Just Cost
When considering IT proposals, many C-level retail decision-makers seem programmed 
to home in solely on cost. CIOs must weigh both cost and value when presenting their 
proposals, appealing to decision-makers’ need for both immediate, quantifiable results 
and outcomes that may be less measurable but are nonetheless critical to enhancing the 
retailer’s brand.

One national women’s specialty apparel retailer was finding it increasingly difficult to 
manage multiple suppliers and administer its own Internet VPN for its networking needs. 
But rather than making the case solely on lowering management cost and complexity, it 
justified a network upgrade to nationwide MPLS by focusing on customer and employee-
facing application performance. For example, by upgrading the WAN to an MPLS, the 
company alleviated network congestion, improving the performance of critical store 
applications including point-of-sale, hosted Customer Relationship Management (CRM), 
inventory lookup and employee training software.

Tip #4: Cut Unnecessary Costs to Increase ROI
One major automotive parts retailer could no longer support its application roadmap, 
including a new POS system and employee training applications, on its existing IP security 
network. In designing a solution based on MPLS, the company reduced costs by using 
high-speed DSL for primary access where available, and by switching to VoIP. By applying 
Class of Service prioritization, voice and data were now converged on one network, which 
resulted in cost savings significant enough to show a positive ROI on the upgrade.

Speaking about IT 
needs in relatable 
terms will create a 
greater impact with 
executives whose 
area of expertise 
lies outside of 
technology.
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Source: Navigating the Intersection Between Marketing and IT, EKN State of the Industry Research 2013

Over 60% of retailer respondents view IT’s current contribution to marketing as mixed or negative.
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Tip #5: Talk Up Your Wins
National gelato chain Ciao Bella saved on capital expenses by opting to shift its IT 
environment to the cloud instead of investing in new server hardware and applications. 
Employees reported immediate improvements in network speed and performance, with 
previously time-consuming updates breezing through in just minutes.

In fall 2012, however, the investment more than delivered when, despite the company’s 
New Jersey headquarters losing power due to Superstorm Sandy, Ciao Bella employees 
could continue working and accessing mission-critical applications in the cloud. If Ciao 
Bella had waited to migrate to the cloud it could have suffered significant losses.

The cloud hosting platform enabled sales reps, distributors, customer service, warehouse 
and production in Oregon to remain up and running during the storm and its aftermath, 
minimizing the negative financial impact on the enterprise – the perfect example of a “big 
win” that benefits the business without breaking the bank.

Tip #6: Sell the Business Case vs. the Tech Project
When submitting an IT proposal, adopt the mindset of a CEO and CMO. Convince decision-
makers why it’s critical to move forward with a technology investment and clearly convey 
how, by contrast, inaction could ultimately harm the brand.

When submitting 
an IT proposal, 
adopt the mindset 
of a CEO and CMO.

A n  r i S  n e W S  W h i T e pA p e r   |   i S  T h e  C M o  o n  Y o U r  S i d e ?

Source: Navigating the Intersection Between Marketing and IT, EKN State of the Industry Research 2013
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About Earthlink

EarthLink, Inc. (NASDAQ: ELNK) is a leading IT services and communications provider to 
more than 150,000 businesses and retailers nationwide, including Honey Baked Ham, The 
Sleep Train, and GNC. EarthLink empowers customers with managed services including 
cloud computing, managed and private cloud, and virtualization services such as managed 
hosting and cloud workspace. EarthLink also offers a robust portfolio of IT security services 
including PCI compliance validation, as well as application hosting, colocation and IT 
support services. The company operates an extensive network spanning 28,800 route fiber 
miles with 90 metro fiber rings and 8 secure data centers providing ubiquitous nationwide 
data and voice IP service coverage across more than 90 percent of the country. Founded in 
1994, EarthLink’s award-winning reputation for outstanding service and product innovation 
is supported by an experienced team of professionals focused on best-in-class customer 
care. For more information on EarthLink’s retail solutions visit 
http://www.earthlinkbusiness.com/solutions/retail.xea.

About Cisco

Cisco (NASDAQ: CSCO) is the worldwide leader in networking that transforms how people 
connect, communicate and collaborate. Cisco is helping shape the future of the Internet 
by creating unprecedented value and opportunity for our customers, employees, investors 
and ecosystem partners. Information about Cisco can be found at http://www.cisco.com.

S p o n S o r e d  B Yp r o d U C e d  B Y

It’s one thing for a CIO to ask for an upgrade to the WLAN because it’s several years old and 
out of date; it’s another to request the upgrade because a newer, more modern network 
will be more reliable, thereby improving access and security for customers. The former is 
unspecific; the latter appeals to a CMO’s or CEO’s desire for bottom-line, brand-driving 
benefits. Speaking about IT needs in relatable terms will create a greater impact with 
executives whose area of expertise lies outside of technology.

Today’s retail IT leaders require not only the know-how to spearhead technology deployments 
but also the diplomacy to make a compelling business case to decision makers and move 
proposals into profits. By clearly positioning technology projects as critical to the mission 
of the retail enterprise as a whole, the CIO can communicate how technology will deliver 
tangible benefits and intangible outcomes that simultaneously support the customer, 
strengthen the business, and support IT objectives.
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