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The 2016 Gartner CEO and Senior Business Executive Survey shows that weakening economies must 

not deflect CEOs and CIOs from digital business transformation.  

Overview  

Key Findings  

• Despite headwinds, CEOs are committed to growth and business investment in 2016.  

• Business environment issues like oil prices and economic growth have not derailed most CEOs.  

• Customers and staff have risen considerably as priority areas for CEOs in 2016.  

• IT has fallen slightly as a CEO priority; 2015 may have been the "peak digital attention" year.  

• The CEO is the single most important leader of digital business change; CIO is close second.  

• Half of CEOs expect their industries to be substantially or unrecognizably transformed by digital.  

• Three-quarters of CEOs expect those digital industry changes to bring higher profit margins.  

• CEOs expect 46% of customer perceived value in their products to be digital by 2019.  

• CEOs are evenly split on whether cybersecurity is primarily a business or a technology issue.  

Recommendations  

CEOs and CIOs should collaborate to:  

• Stick to the digital business transformation plan or double down instead.  

• Prioritize tech initiatives that focus on end-user customers and new core talent.  

• Drive digital into the core of your products and services to create new customer value.  

• Start linked initiatives to redefine productivity for the digital age. Explore new measures.  

• Redesignate cybersecurity as a business accountability understood by all.  

• Benchmark against born digital and tech companies, not just existing competitors.  

CIOs:  

• Take the co-pilot seat to lead the digital journey.  
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Analysis  

The 2016 Gartner CEO and Senior Business Executive Survey is part of Gartner's research into CEO and 

C-level business executives concerns, priorities and attitudes to technology-related issues. For this 

annual survey, 396 responses were collected from leaders of large companies in over 30 countries, 

online and by phone during 4Q15.  

Based on the findings from this year's survey, we believe CEOs and CIOs should work closely as a pair 

to take the following actions. There is no priority order; we believe all are applicable to most companies.  

Recommendations Based on Data Insights  

Stick to the Digital Business Transformation Plan or Double Down Instead  

Many business confidence and economic indicators in 1Q16 suggest conditions are likely to be harder 

than the previous year. Though our survey found CEOs were not significantly changing their priorities, 

some trimming of business capacity and costs seems likely. Left unchecked, the return of a more 

bearish business mood could easily trigger a corporate culture reversion to 'old IT' behaviors. Those 

might include bureaucratically slowing down approvals, bickering over departmental budget allocations, 

biasing toward cost-saving instead of revenue-winning projects and returning to the false comfort of 

traditional 'waterfall' project management techniques. That would be a big mistake.  

CEOs and CIOs should actively and visibly protect digital business change initiatives against this. Try to 

use an economic slowdown like a race car driver uses a curve — head into it a bit more aggressively and 

accelerate out of it faster than your competitors. Overtake them by seeking and applying genuinely new 

sources of productivity improvement in your digital business transformation.  

Recommendations:  

CEOs and CIOs:  

• Ringfence digital transformation budgets, and reinforce fast-path management methods.  

• Apply cutbacks to old business model areas, to accelerate digital switchover.  

• Consider responding to your investor's calls for strategic action by jettisoning noncore business 

units or assets.  

• Use some of the proceeds to accelerate digital business change.  

• Consider a techquisition when stock market dips make targets more attractive.  

Prioritize Tech Initiatives That Focus on End-User Customers and New Core Talent  

As economies slow, competition intensifies. No surprise, then, that there was a noticeable leap in CEO 

mentions of "customer" explicitly in top business priorities for 2016. But in some geographies, 

unemployment has been steadily falling, so getting the right staff to service customers well and the 

talent to lead them has also become harder. The human factor is to the fore this year — focusing more 

on customers and staff as people, and a little less on the company as an operating machine or financial 

model.  

CEOs and CIOs should ensure that the project portfolios of technology-related change have been 

balanced to attend to customer and staff human factors. Reset portfolio weightings to favor projects 

that improve customer experience in such areas as user interface design, reducing waiting times, 



simplifying and improving service, and rewarding customer loyalty. Pay particular attention to end-user 

issues, where digital competition for hearts and minds is strongest, not only sales processes and buyers.  

Recommendations:  

CEOs and CIOs:  

• Direct and empower your product and service development staff to work on end-user digital 

innovation and design thinking, even if that user is not the paying customer.  

• Discuss with the HR director, the proportion of technology-related effort allocated to areas such 

as workforce strategy, and workforce analytics.  

• Focus resources on the development of digital talent and culture.  

• Ask what more can be done with technology to help seek out new skill sets, speed recruitment, 

improve average candidate quality or to improve current employee survey satisfaction scores.  

• Consider reallocating resources from other support functions that may have become a little less 

critical this year, such as regulatory or finance.  

Drive Digital Into the Core of Your Products and Services  

Our survey found that CEOs recognize the digital percentage of the value that their customers perceive 

and pay for is increasing. This is one of the big shifts that distinguishes digital business — it penetrates 

to the core, in contrast to the mere channel shifting that characterized e-business in the decade before 

this. Though digital marketing and e-commerce growth continues, remastering your product for the 

digital age is now the bigger issue to conquer.  

Recommendations:  

CEOs and CIOs:  

• List the top features of your products today that customers most care about when deciding 

which to buy. Determine what proportion of those are digital.  

• Ask your product development teams and their external technical creative teams to rank-order 

the highest new value digital features they can imagine adding to your product over the next three 

years.  

• Estimate how many of tomorrow's key product features your customers care about will be 

digital.  

• Use the shift in the percentage of digital value proposition to inform your business capability 

investment strategy, and the way you tell that story to your own people and the outside world.  

Start a Linked Initiative to Redefine Productivity for the Digital Age  

Our survey found that mentions of productivity and efficiency came in 11th place when we looked at the 

top five business priorities CEOs volunteered to us. However, when we prompted them with a specific 

question about the importance of productivity, 46% said it was "extremely important." Analysis of what 

CEOs say they are doing about productivity showed a lack of specificity and coherence in their collective 

thinking. We believe CEOs sense that more needs to be done — but they are not quite sure what.  

Recommendations:  

CEOs and CIOs:  

• Allocate a small team of high-caliber people (including external advisors) in an open 

exploration of what the future of productivity will really be in your industry. Pay particular attention to 

knowledge work, virtual asset and intellectual property aspects of the way value is created and 

consumed.  

• Make the exploration of productivity deeper, longer term and linked into the future of digital 

business. For example, perhaps improving the productivity of drivers is pointless if the future is 

driverless cars. On the other hand, improving the productivity of AI algorithms might create 

breakthroughs.  

• Define critical areas of productivity and key measures of output per unit of input. Do not 

assume that labor is the only important denominator. Review asset productivity — especially intangibles.  



• Realign your deep productivity investment and aim it at areas of the business that have the 

highest impact on your revised or refreshed productivity measures. Be bold and imaginative in the 

application of digital technologies to those productivity areas. For example, could AI deep-learning 

algorithms be applied to automate repetitive tasks that have been tying up the time of high-caliber 

professionals? Or could new business models fundamentally improve asset utilization?  

Redesignate Cybersecurity as a Business Accountability Understood by All  

Our 2016 CEO survey found that half of CEOs still regard cybersecurity as predominantly a technology 

issue rather than a business issue. However, many of the technologies being used directly by line of 

business (LOB) departments in companies today are Internet-based, causing risk exposure but outside 

of the control of the IT department and unknown to them. Also, in most major cybersecurity incidents, 

the attacker preyed on weaknesses in human security behavior as much as the technology itself.  

Recommendations:  

CEOs and CIOs:  

• Start treating cybersecurity as a requirement of forever-vigilant behavior by everyone in the 

company. Invest in security awareness programs for every department in the company.  

• Get the whole executive team to think about cybersecurity the way airlines think about safety. 

Apply EasyJet founder Stelios Haji-Ioannou's maxim: "If you think safety is expensive, try an accident."  

• Make absolutely clear to each business unit head and C-suite executive that cybersecurity is 

their personal responsibility in their area, and that they will be given the necessary resources and 

authority to support it. If a serious breach occurs because of weak security behavior or unilateral and 

poorly advised technology forays by their people, that executive will be accountable. Every C-suite 

member should know that he or she could be required to publicly resign, to restore confidence in the 

event of a serious preventable incident.  

Benchmark Against Born Digital and Tech Companies, Not Just Existing Competitors  

One of the big competition problems digital business creates is a blurring of the boundaries between 

industry sectors. This permits new entrants with very different ideas and best practices to enter into 

adjacent sectors. However, our 2016 survey suggests CEOs are rather complacent and overconfident 

when it comes to technology-based competition. On average, they rate their own organization over 

seven out of 10 on industry vision and execution — against the best possible (not just what is being 

done now) — for the application of technology.  

Recommendations:  

CEOs and CIOs:  

• Extend your competitor set to include "born digital" companies (those founded after 1995 that 

apply Internet-technology-based business capabilities as a core competency). Also consider potential 

encroachment by tech sector companies such as mobile telcos.  

• Include companies that are outside your industry today — but have a future cloud-based 

services and big data interests very similar to yours.  

• In business strategy sessions, ask "what might the X/Y/Z of our industry be?" where X/Y/Z are 

digital business models from other sectors such as Uber, Shazam, NikeID or BabyNes.  

Take the Co-pilot Seat to Lead the Digital Journey  

In recent years there has been a lot of discussion about digital business, digital change and who leads. 

Our survey finds that most frequently, CEOs now understand that digital business is substantial enough 

to warrant them leading it personally. If they delegate primary responsibility — then the next most 

likely leader is the CIO.  

Recommendations:  

CEOs:  

• Personally own the digital business leadership agenda, and make it clear to the executive 

committee that they are so doing.  



• Alternatively, formally redefine the CIO role scope to encompass the digital business change 

agenda-setting part; no longer only an internal service provider role.  

• Consider replacing the current CIO, if the individual is not personally capable of growing into 

the needed revised role scope of a digital business leader.  

• Describe the digital leader role as moving all executive team members forward together toward 

coherent digital business change (do not treat digital as a delegated and separated silo).  

Data Insights  

Despite Headwinds, CEOs Remain Committed to Growth and Business Investment in 2016  

In the early part of 2016, news headlines pointed to falling stock markets, slower Chinese growth and 

low oil prices as evidence of a significant business downturn or possibly impending recession. However, 

at the 2016 World Economic Forum meeting in Davos, Switzerland (and in their own annual financial 

results media interviews), many global company CEOs expressed some puzzlement at the severity of 

some of the doom mongering. Conditions are not better in 2016 than in 2015, and earnings growth has 

slowed cyclically, but the sky is not falling.  

The Gartner CEO and Senior Business Executive Survey is conducted during 4Q, asking questions about 

the coming year. Over many years of operating the survey, we have observed that the collective 

wisdom of CEOs is well-aligned to what happens in the following year. For 2016, CEOs have maintained 

growth as the top business priority — at almost exactly the same level as they held it for 2015 (see 

Figure 1 and the Appendix for a 2015 comparison figure).  

Figure 1. Top Three (of Five) CEO Strategic Business Priorities for 2016 and 2017, Categorized and 

Ranked by Gartner  

 

Q: Please tell us about your organization's top five strategic business priorities for the next two years 

(2016-2017).  

n = 396  

Source: Gartner (April 2016)  

Each year we ask the CEOs to say whether they intend to increase, decrease or leave unchanged 

investment in various areas of the business. The results display a fairly confident outlook (see Figure 2). 

All but one of the categories show flat or rising intent to increase investment. The only declining 

category was risk management, legal and compliance, likely due to the FS sector having passed the 

peak of reregulation imposed in the wake of the banking crisis.  

Figure 2. Percentage of CEOs Intending to Increase Investment in Various Business Areas  



 

Q: Compared to fiscal year 2015, how will your organization's investments in the following business 

areas change in fiscal year 2016?  

n = 396  

Source: Gartner (April 2016)  

Business Environment Issues Like Oil Prices and Economic Growth Have Not Derailed Most 

CEOs  

Because the current global economic growth cycle has been underway for several years commentators 

and analysts may be somewhat anxious that bear markets and recession are "overdue." So this year we 

asked CEOs about underlying macro factors that might cause or be associated with a significant 

downturn. The results were mixed but tended to balance out in terms of their positive and negative 

impacts (see Figure 3). Consider one of the most newsworthy topics — for example, oil prices. The 

sudden fall in the price of oil will obviously be a problem for companies that extract it and for those 

banks that have heavily invested in the sector. However for many other sectors such as chemicals or 

transportation, the lower price of oil will be a benefit.  

Figure 3. CEO Views of the Likely Impact of Various Macro Environment Issues on Their Businesses in 

2016 and 2017  



 

Q: What net impact do you believe the following macro business environment factors will have on your 

business in 2016-2017?  

n = 396  

Source: Gartner (April 2016)  

Political unrest was the only factor that the majority agreed would have a negative impact. This area of 

concern was given more detailed context and emphasis when we asked respondents to state other high-

impact macrofactors that we did not include in our initial selection list (see Appendix).  

In general, more CEOs could foresee positive impact to their business from the likely economic growth 

rate, than those who saw negative impact. This was true for every region we asked about, even the 

ones facing larger growth rate declines in recent months such as China and South America (see Figure 

4).  

Figure 4. CEOs' Expected Impact of Economic Growth Rates on Their Own Businesses by Region  

 

Q: What net impact do you believe economic growth rates (in these regions) will have on your business 

in 2016-2017?  

n = 396  

Source: Gartner (April 2016)  

Customers and Staff Have Risen Considerably as Priority Areas for CEOs in 2016  

In the very top business priority categories this year, customer and workforce have both risen 

noticeably since 2015. From fourth to second rank position for customer and 24% mention to 27% 

mention for workforce. This research is done by asking the respondents to state a priority in their own 



words, and we then categorize the answers. Within these general categories, some subthemes emerge, 

and those are shown in Figure 5.  

Figure 5. Detailed Analysis of the Second, Third and Fourth Business Priority Categories for 2016-2017  

 

Q; Please tell us about your organization's top five strategic business priorities for the next two years 

(2016-2017).  

n = 179, 206 and 194 within the top five responses  

Source: Gartner (April 2016)  

The big rise of explicit mentions of the word "customer" was very noticeable as we analyzed the results 

this year. CEOs seem to be concerned about improving customer service, relationship and satisfaction 

levels. At the same time, CEOs have become much more concerned about employee issues than a 

couple of years ago. We note that in the last year companies, such as McDonald's and Walmart, have 

been improving things such as pay for basic grade employees. The emphasis is as much on benefits, 

retention and training of mainstream staff. It is not constrained only to senior grade "talent" issues.  

IT Has Fallen Slightly as a CEO Priority; 2015 May Have Been Their "Peak Digital Attention" 

Year  

The rank position of IT as a priority has fallen this year, though the percentage of CEOs citing it as a 

priority has only slipped very slightly (from 25% to 24% top three [of five] strategic business priorities 

for 2016 and 2017), so no big or calamitous headline should be inferred. We did expect technology to 

slip a little in the minds of CEOs. Many of them have now initiated the big change program of work to 

make technology more of a competency again after many years of treating it as a commodity to be 

mostly outsourced. CEOs who have hired more agenda setting CIOs or digital officers, can delegate a bit 

more to those agents of change. The CEO will always move to the highest-priority issue. Things like 

technology ebb and flow (see Figure 6).  

Figure 6. Detailed Analysis Within the "IT Related," Fifth Priority Category for CEOs  



 

Q: Please tell us about your organization's top five strategic business priorities for the next two years 

(2016-2017).  

n = 165  

Source: Gartner (April 2016)  

Within the IT-related priority cited by 42% of CEOs, we have refined the subcategories shown in Figure 

6. Over two-thirds of the technology-related priorities as stated by CEOs had an Internet- and digital-

era aspect to them. Only 29% were in the general (usually conventional back-office IT) systems 

improvement areas. So though the overall priority has slipped a little, within IT the agenda is becoming 

more progressive and digital business enabling — for example, there were some explicit mentions of IoT 

this year.  

Productivity Is a Latent Issue for CEOs: in 12th Place Unprompted, but Very Important When 

Asked  

In Figure 1, the category for productivity and efficiency is in 12th position, when ranking the top three 

(of five) strategic business priorities for 2016 and 2017 Additional analysis reveals that when asked 

their top five business priorities for 2016 and 2017, less than 5% of respondents actually used the word 

"productivity" in describing any of their top five priorities. This might surprise people who think that 

productivity is a very important issue. Many business, economic and government policymakers have 

been concerned by the apparent serious decline in productivity in recent years. The last column of 

Figure 7 shows this measured decline. Similar problems are visible in most advanced economies.  

Figure 7. Productivity Change in the Nonfarm Business Sector, 1947-2015  



 

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics  

Source: Gartner (April 2016)  

CEOs do declare productivity to be an important issue — but only when prompted by a specific question 

about it. As Figure 8 shows, 78% selected "very important" or "extremely important." So we surmise 

that this is a latent issue for CEOs — one that is not immediately high priority, but is concerning them at 

the back of their minds.  

Figure 8. CEOs' Views on the Importance of Improving Productivity in Their Business  

 

Q: How important is it to improve the productivity of your business over the next two years?  

n = 396  

Source: Gartner (April 2016)  

We went on to ask them what they were doing to improve productivity. The results were confused and 

fragmented. Categorizing them was not easy (for the detail — see Appendix, Figure 17). The implication 

is that CEOs lack a grand theory and method of productivity for this age. There is no big structured idea 

— equivalent to Taylorism, BPM or lean — for the knowledge work era. New management science is 

lacking in a world where leaders are unsure if email is a net contributor to or inhibitor of productivity in 

large modern enterprises, despite it being one of the oldest and most mature of collaboration tools.  



A quarter of CEOs and senior business executives who said productivity improvement was very 

important or extremely important mentioned technology explicitly. However, they did so in very vague 

ways that demonstrated little specific action or contribution logic. The word cloud in Figure 9 visualizes 

that.  

Figure 9. Word Cloud of CEO Responses Where Technology Was Mentioned as a Productivity 

Improvement Action  

 

Source: Gartner (April 2016)  

The CEO Is the Single Most Important Leader of Digital Business Change; CIO Is Close Second  

In the period since the global banking crisis, most companies have come to an understanding that 

digital change is a macrofactor that impacts strategy in their industry. Most have decided to improve 

their capability, and they have understood that requires a new kind of leadership. The question of who 

will lead the change has been fluid and sometimes controversial. Gartner set out its expectations for 

how this change would affect C-suite roles in 2013 (see "CEOs and CIOs Must Co-Design the C-Suite for 

Digital Leadership" ). In that work, we anticipated the rise — and eventual fading of the (strategic) 

digital officer and a gradual adaptation of the CIO role scope. Along the way, many different survey data 

points from Gartner and elsewhere have shed some light on what is happening — but often they raised 

further questions.  

This year we tried to probe what was going on by crafting a question that would be as unambiguous as 

possible. We asked, "Which member of your executive leadership team has primary responsibility for 

leading digital strategic changes to your business?" and requested that respondents gave use the actual 

job title, which we later categorized. This avoided possible respondent bias that can arise when a list of 

options is presented. The results are shown in Figure 10.  

Figure 10. CEOs' View on Who Is the Primary Leader of Digital Strategic Change to the Business  



 

Q: Which member of your executive leadership team has primary responsibility for leading digital 

strategic changes to your business? (actual job title) If there is no digital strategic change in your 

organization please write "no change."  

n = 396  

Source: Gartner (April 2016)  

Three-quarters of CEOs acknowledged that there was digital strategic change to be led. CEOs most 

often position themselves as that leaders (16%) — bolstered by another 3% in the similar 

president/owner title category. However, many CEOs have little or no technology background. 

Technology is the next important skill area most frequently cited by CEOs when asked about the 

development of their professional role (see Appendix). We have also seen a shift in CEOs doing their 

homework — more online and industry report reading into technology and digital with less reliance on 

professional networking advice.  

The CIO is a close second most cited digital strategic change leader (15%), bolstered by another 5% in 

the IT manager title category.  

Other roles are cited far less often, and there is quite a fragmented long tail. We were particularly 

struck by the low level of citation of digital officers and CMOs. Our view is that CMOs are regarded as 

doing digital marketing, which is a very important piece, but not the whole digital change agenda to be 

coordinated by a "leader of leaders." We also believe that strategic digital officers are transient — they 

arise in companies for a few years and then depart the scene. So, at any one time, only a small 

percentage of organizations have one occupying the apex leadership seat.  

Value Dependency on Tech-Related Intangible Assets Will Gradually Increase  

In this report, we have mentioned the conundrum faced by CEOs who see the importance of 

productivity when asked but are perhaps unsure what levers to pull to improve it significantly and 

structurally. A lot of the management theory still used today was derived in the 20th century, when 

manufacturing and physical assets were dominant. As the knowledge and service aspects of economies 

have evolved, that asset base has changed. This year, we asked CEOs about the kind of assets that 

actually matter to value creation and in what proportions, both now and in 2020. The results are shown 

in Figure 11.  

Figure 11. CEO Views on the Relative Value and Change in Value of Various Intangible Assets, by 2020  



 

Q: Modern business depends on many intangible assets, such as brands or patents. These may or may 

not be recognized by formal accounting methods, however they do contribute to the market valuation of 

a business. What proportion of the total market value of your business today is contributed by 

intangible assets, and what do you expect this to be in 2020?  

n = 396  

Source: Gartner (April 2016)  

Overall, CEOs see intangible assets slowly rising to fuel almost half of value creation by 2020. Within 

intangibles, the kinds of assets that are most closely associated with or derived from digital technologies 

will rise in relative importance while several others fall. Though the effects are small, the biggest rises 

are in algorithm, data and patent assets, while brand and process assets are expected to drift down.  

These aggregate predicted five-year shifts are not as big as we anticipated. Perhaps that points to a lack 

of real examination of probable changes in these assets by CEOs. That's why we suggest CEOs should 

start an initiative to redefine productivity for the digital age. Gartner believes that, in particular, 

algorithm and knowledge assets will become substantially more important sources of value creation in 

the emerging world of smart machines and machine learning.  

Half of CEOs Expect Their Industries to be Substantially or Unrecognizably Transformed by 

Digital  

Whether different assets are involved or not — half of CEOs expect to see substantial digital 

transformation in their industries, or for their industries to be almost unrecognizable within five years. 

This expectation helps explain why IT-related responses have become so highly visible within CEO top 

five priorities in the last three years. We should recall that as recently 2013, IT-related responses were 

still in the 11th placed category.  

Figure 12. CEO Views on Who Is the Primary Leader of Digital Strategic Change to the Business  



 

Q: Digital technology and business model innovations are leading some industries to change and others 

to blend into each other. To what extent do you expect your industry to change in five years' time 

(2020)?  

n = 396  

Source: Gartner (April 2016)  

It is no longer hard to imagine how every industry will be digitally remastered. There are more and 

more examples — such as self-driving cars, the rise of blockchain in banking, the e-cigarette revolution 

in tobacco and the potential impact of IoT fueled data science in insurance. CEOs in other industries that 

have not yet seen the crest of their own digital tsunami are scanning the horizon for it. But do they 

expect the effects of digitalization to be on the whole negative or positive?  

Three-Quarters of CEOs Expect Those Digital Industry Changes to Bring Higher Profit Margins  

One of the most surprising findings in this year's survey is that CEOs appear to see digitalization as a 

positive force, not a destructive one. They place a glass-half-full view on its "disruption" when measured 

in the most important currency of business: profits. As Figure 13 shows, overall they are very bullish 

about the effects of digital change on the gross (pretax) profitability of their businesses.  

Figure 13. CEO Expectations of How Digital Change Will Impact Profitability in Their Business and 

Industry  

 



Q: How do you expect the digital changes to your industry value chain, business models, products and 

services to change your gross profit margin over the next five years?  

n = 396  

Source: Gartner (April 2016)  

It is possible to foresee a world in which online transparency and comparison reduce information 

asymmetry — the gap upon which economists would argue profits are substantially based. The closer 

markets get to "perfect" competition — the lower the profit opportunity should be — in theory. However, 

it is clear that most CEOs see the opportunity to win bigger profits. Can they all be right?  

It would be naive to believe that every company can disintermediate every other as digital methods 

simultaneously redefine how markets and ecosystems operate. Digitally mature industries do not feel 

inherently more profitable for the majority of market participants even if a few platform owners do very 

well from the change. For example, the U.S. music industry saw a 0.5% decline in total revenue for all 

forms of music distribution in 2013-2014 and again in 2014-2015. 1  

On the other hand, digital business does not have to be a zero-sum game. When we take digital to the 

core of every product and service, there is the possibility of moving many more industries toward 

Moore's Law pace of advancement and increasing the total of value created. Simply put, the pie should 

get bigger. Gartner believes many CEOs still fail to discriminate between e-business (electronic sales 

channels and marketing) and true digital business — which blurs the boundaries between the physical 

and digital worlds, resulting in the transformation of products and services.  

For now, we can only say that CEOs are very optimistic about the balance of the expected outcome 

between these two opposing digital effects of transparency and value addition.  

CEOs Expect 46% of Customer Perceived Value in Their Products to Be Digital by 2019  

CEOs' optimistic attitude toward digital change may be because they can see how it helps with the 

product innovations that matter to customers. We asked what proportion of the customer perceived 

value of products and services the CEOs think is digital. We helped to explain that idea visually with a 

pictorial example similar to the one shown in Figure 14. Thinking about the product features that 

customers are choosing and believe they are buying — CEOs believe the value percentage is already 

30% on average and will rise to 46% by 2019.  

Figure 14. CEO Expectations of How Digital Change Will Impact Profitability in Their Business and 

Industry  

 

Q: Many products are becoming more digital. For example, the proportion of customer perceived value 

of a car is increasingly digital. Similarly, services are becoming more digital, for example using your own 

mobile phone as a key to open your hotel room door. How does that concept apply to your 

organization's products and services — i.e., approximately what proportion of the customer perceived 

value of your products and services is digital?  

n = 396  

Source: Gartner (April 2016)  

In last year's CEO survey, we asked them what percentage of revenue would be mostly attributable to 

digital by 2019; they said 41%, and a smaller mid-2015 Gartner board of directors survey yielded a 



similar result. In this year's CEO survey, when we retested using the same question, they said digital 

revenue would be 46% by 2019 — a slight increase. So we are building up multiple confirmatory survey 

signals of very high belief in the future value of digital.  

More CEOs See Their Companies as Innovation Leaders Than in 2013, but They Can't All Be 

Right  

The bullish attitude of CEOs toward expected customer perceived value and higher profitability from 

digital change, implies a substantial appetite for innovation. This year's survey found that there has 

indeed been a significant shift in posture, since we last asked about this in 2013.  

Figure 15. CEO Views on Their Company Strategic Innovation Posture and Primary Innovation Source  

 

Q: Which of the following best describes your organization's approach to business innovation?  

Q: What type of business improvement innovations is your organization primarily pursuing?  

n = 396  

Source: Gartner (April 2016)  

The results in Figure 15 show that, today, 80% think their companies are pioneers or fast followers in 

their industries. Only 20% chose to describe their companies as "mainstream" (we deliberately chose 

not to use the common market analysis category term "laggard" because it seems negative). We asked 

the 80% to declare the primary source of their innovation and over 60% of those selected digital and IT 

related. The chart shows just how much responses to the two questions have changed over three years.  

In another test, we asked the CEOs to rate their company's innovative and progressive use of 

technology on two axes similar to the Gartner Magic Quadrant. On industry vision and ability to execute 

CEOs rated their companies highly — as can be seen in Figure 16.  

Figure 16. CEO Rating of Their Company's Innovative Use of Technology on Vision and Execution  



 

Q: Thinking about more progressive and innovative use of technology, where would you presently place 

your business compared to the best that is possible in your industry (not only what the best player 

currently does) on a 10-point scale in terms of completeness of vision and ability to execute?  

n = 396  

Source: Gartner (April 2016)  

With mean scores over seven out of 10 on both axes and big clusters of responses in the top-right 

quadrant, we think CEOs are displaying a significant degree of overconfidence. In most people's eyes, 

we doubt many retailers would measure up well against Amazon on this kind of quadrant. It's unlikely 

companies in their respective sectors would be favorably positioned compared to Tesla, LinkedIn, 

Spotify, Babolat, Flipkart or AirBnB. Yet we were careful to highlight:  

"Where would you presently place your business compared to the best that is possible in your industry 

(not only what the best player currently does)."  

We can only conclude that CEOs are becoming somewhat overconfident in the position and capability of 

their own firms. It is qualitatively corroborated by some of the conversations some Gartner analysts are 

experiencing in client inquiries. Such hubris can become dangerous. It's what bubbles are made of. It is 

the kind of self-delusion that can leave companies vulnerable to disruption.  

CEOs Are Evenly Split on Whether Cybersecurity Is Primarily a Business or a Technology 

Issue  

Our 2016 CEO survey found that half of CEOs still regard cybersecurity as predominantly a technology 

issue rather than a business issue. We asked the simplest of questions, deliberately designed by 

Gartner's head of security and risk research, to get the crux of the matter:  

"Do you believe that cybersecurity is primarily a business management issue or a technology 

management issue?"  

In response, 51% said business management, 49% technology management. We believe the 49% are 

misinformed. Cybersecurity is not just a technical problem handled by technical people buried in IT. 

There are two particular reasons for this. First, many of the technologies being used in companies today 

are outside of the control of IT and unknown to them. Particularly since the advent of smartphones and 



cloud computing (circa 2008), individuals and line-of-business department leaders have taken it on 

themselves to improve local productivity by directly availing themselves of such tools in the workplace 

or work context. These tools inevitably expose work interactions, work content and work product to less 

governed and controlled parts of the Internet. Such exposure is set to grow as digital business becomes 

more important, directly linking customers to your products and services via the Internet.  

Secondly, in most major cybersecurity incidents, the attacker used a door that was either left open or 

was very easily broken down because of weak human behavior. Ignorance or willful disregard of 

sensible everyday secure behavior by staff in the business is the biggest source of risk.  

Appendix  

Further Analysis Charts  

Figure 17. Productivity Changes  

 

Q: What is the primary investment or change you will make to improve productivity in your business in 

2016-2017? We would appreciate your specific, one sentence explanation.  

n = 309  

Source: Gartner (April 2016)  

Figure 18. Other Macro Business Environment Factors  



 

Q: If you feel there are other macro environment factors that will have a major positive or negative 

impact in 2016-2017, please enter those below.  

n = 99-111  

Source: Gartner (April 2016)  

Figure 19. Impacts That Digital Represents  



 

Q: Please choose the top three expected outcomes and/or impacts that digital represents for your 

enterprise.  

n = 396  

Source: Gartner (April 2016)  

Figure 20. The Next Important Skill for CEOs  

 

Q: In your opinion what is the next important skill that most CEOs do not possess today, but many 

must personally develop in themselves to lead modern businesses?  

n = 396  

Source: Gartner (April 2016)  



Figure 21. Top Two Sources for Digital and IT-Related Business Ideas  

 

Q: What would you say are the top two sources of information you personally rely on to keep up to date 

with digital, and information technology related business ideas?  

Source: Gartner (April 2016)  

Figure 22. 2015 and 2016 Survey Results Comparison of Top Three (of Five) CEO Strategic Business 

Priorities for the Following Two Years  

 

*Corporate: A new category introduced in 2016 by summing many smaller subcategories — see Figure 

5 for more detail.  

**Quality improvement and efficiency and productivity did not rank in the top 11 in 2015.  

Q: Please tell us about your organization's top 5 strategic business priorities for the next two years.  

n = 400 (2015), n = 396 (2016)  

Source: Gartner (April 2016)  

Figure 23. Top Technology-Related Capability Investments in the Next Five Years  



 

Q: Which five technology enabled capabilities will be the most important areas of investment to improve 

your business over the next five years?  

n = 396  

Source: Gartner (April 2016)  

Table 1 depicts explanation phrases used to support the survey that are not formal Gartner definitions.  

Table 1.   Explanations Provided to Respondents for Some of the Terms Used in Figure 23  

Technology enabled 

capability term  

Explanation  

Customer experience 

management  

Designing and reacting to customer interactions to meet or exceed 

customer expectations to increase satisfaction, loyalty and advocacy  

Pay as you go  More finely metered usage-based revenue models (e.g., per day, hour, 

minute or second)  

Mass customization  Make to order for customers unique requirements/variations — while 

retaining the economies of scale/mass production  

Business analytics  Applying analytical IT to optimize business performance across multiple 

organization levels  

Digital workplace  Raising employee engagement and agility by exploiting consumer-oriented 

office and mobile technologies  

Social engagement 

(externally)  

Use of social-media-based marketing, crowdsourcing and collaboration with 

customers, supplier and stakeholders  

Digital products and 

services  

Adding revenue enhancing electronic services to your products by Internet 

or wireless connectivity  

M-commerce  Mobile phone/smartphone and media tablet app-based electronic 

commerce and service  

Sustainability  Sustainable ("green") business information and process optimization  

Supply chain Provenance, traceability and supply chain visibility via electronic methods 



Table 1.   Explanations Provided to Respondents for Some of the Terms Used in Figure 23  

Technology enabled 

capability term  

Explanation  

optimization and 

traceability  

and tools such as RFID tags  

Neurobusiness  Applying neuroscience techniques and insights to improve outcomes in 

customer and other business decision situations  

Smart/intelligent 

processes  

Automated analysis, decision making and execution of process instances, 

cases, or business moments to reduce insight-to-action time and 

dynamically optimize business outcomes  

Internet of 

Things/sensor networks  

Optimization and customer value from connected networks of many 

sensor-enabled "smart" assets or products (e.g., cars, turbines, coffee 

machines, electricity meters)  

Source: Gartner (April 2016)  

Figure 24. Survey Respondents' Job Role  

 

n = 396  

Source: Gartner (April 2016)  

Figure 25. Survey Respondents' Region  



 

n = 396  

Source: Gartner (April 2016)  

Figure 26. Survey Respondents' Primary Industry and Value Chain Position  

 

n = 396  

Source: Gartner (April 2016)  

Figure 27. Survey Respondents' Company Size  



 

n = 396  

Source: Gartner (April 2016)  

Gartner Recommended Reading  

Some documents may not be available as part of your current Gartner subscription.  

"Ten CEO Information and Technology Resolutions for 2016"  

"Use This Framework to Take Digital to the Core of Your Business"  

"Mastermind Interview: CEOs and CIOs Can Learn From Jeffrey Immelt's Drive to Make GE a Digital 

Industrial Company"  

"Building the Digital Platform: The 2016 CIO Agenda"  

Evidence  

Gartner conducted this research from September through December 2015, in order to examine CEO and 

senior business executive views on current business issues, as well as some areas of technology agenda 

impact. In total, 396 business leaders were qualified and surveyed. The bulk of the research was 

achieved online (331); an additional 65 surveys were conducted via telephone interview. All 

respondents were screened for active employment in organizations greater than $250 million in annual 

revenue, excluding technology vendors.  

The sample mix is as follows:  

• CEOs = 242 responses  

• CFOs = 85 responses  

• COOs = 18 responses  

• Chairman, president, board of directors or other C-level = 51 responses  

By region:  

• North America = 161 responses  

• Europe = 99 responses  

• APAC = 70 responses  

• Latin America = 44 responses  

• South Africa = 12 responses  

• Middle East = 10 responses  



The 2016 Gartner CEO and Senior Business Executive Survey was developed collaboratively by a team 

of Gartner analysts who examine IT's role in business, and was reviewed, tested and administered by 

Gartner's Research Data and Analytics (RDA) team with the special assistance of senior researcher 

Angela Kreiter. The results of this study are representative of the respondent base and not necessarily 

business as a whole.  
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and its research should not be construed or used as such. Gartner shall have no liability for errors, 
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