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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Setting aside security, which is always a given at the top of the information technology (IT) priority list, we see a couple of 
key themes emerging from the top 10 most important 2020 objectives, as ranked by respondents to our Key Issues Study 
(Fig. 1). Improving analytics enablement and optimizing data to drive value are efforts to sharpen the most strategic digital 
tools in IT’s arsenal, and they are the key to creating new value in 2020. 

By Richard Pastore, Michael Spires and Christopher Key
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IT is facing a dual value challenge in 2020: reducing costs and creating 
business value. Given economic uncertainty and market volatility, 
the focus on costs has again taken center stage. At the same time, 
the business expects growth and innovation to drive the top line. 
To be effective at both goals, IT must use 2020 to transform into an 
agile, customer-centric innovator with even more efficient processes 
and service delivery. Among the most critical areas of development 
in the coming year to support these goals are a reduction of technical 
complexity/debt, improving the ability to optimize data’s value, enabling 
enterprise analytics, and adopting elements of an agile operating model.
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IT key issues in 2020

Source: Key Issues Study, The Hackett Group, 2020

1 6

2 7

3 8

4 9

5 10

SECURE DATA AND SYSTEMS 
Always the No. 1 priority, in 2020 anxious boards will ask whether  
they are investing the right amount in cybersecurity. IT must explain 
that the better question to ask is if investments are targeting the  
right priorities.

ALIGN SKILLS AND TALENT WITH CHANGING BUSINESS NEEDS 
IT’s gaps in analytics and data skills, creativity/innovation and  
customer-centric design are hobbling efforts to be a strategic 
business partner, threatening the function’s business relevance   
and creating the organizational context to sustain success.

IMPROVE ENTERPRISE ANALYTICS ENABLEMENT
The enterprise needs data governance, advanced analytics skills 
and an analytics operating model, which should help improve the 
dismal results that the tools have generated thus far.

BETTER ENABLE DATA AS A VALUE DRIVER 
The enterprise finally realizes that enormous value buried in all 
that data. It is depending on IT to help realize its full potential 
and weaponize this asset for competitive advantage.

MODERNIZE APPLICATION PLATFORMS 
Migrating to cloud platforms and applications will increase IT 
scalability and agility, but modernization must not be allowed 
to add to technical debt (see No. 5).

ACT AS A STRATEGIC PARTNER TO THE BUSINESS
Most business peers see IT primarily as a systems administrator  
or technical consultant. To change that, IT needs a new skill profile  
(see No. 6) and a mission to converge business and technology 
strategies.

IMPROVE IT COST-EFFICIENCY 
Yes, it’s back. Corporate anxiety over the economy has put 
cost back on the enterprise front burner and onto IT’s top 10 
list after a two-year absence. How can IT further economize?

IMPROVE IT AGILITY 
The ability to routinely pivot and respond quickly requires systemic 
change in IT – new governance, platforms, sourcing strategies, skills 
and organization models.

REDUCE TECHNICAL COMPLEXITY/DEBT 
The is a year of reckoning with the technical debt IT has 
accumulated from deferred system refreshes, replacement or 
integration. An aggressive systems retirement program is essential. 

RATIONALIZE IT PROJECT REQUESTS 
The long-standing problem of pipeline backlog must be solved 
through an investment funding process wedded to business 
value priorities, with decisions and compromises made by 
business stakeholders, not just IT.
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FIG. 1   IT’s most important function improvement objectives in 2020

Source: Key Issues Study, The Hackett Group, 2020
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Improving IT service agility and efficiency is the second 
key theme for 2020, and is targeted by the top 10 
objectives of modernizing application platforms, reducing 
technology (infrastructure) complexity, rationalizing the 
IT project pipeline, and the general goal of IT agility 
improvement. These themes and actions are perfectly 
aligned with the top enterprise strategies for 2020 (as 
ranked by respondents), which are organic domestic 
growth and cost reduction. (For more context on 
enterprise 2020 priorities, see sidebar, “The enterprise 
agenda in 2020.”)

Importance is only one factor shaping IT’s agenda. The 
other is current capability. IT leaders must understand 
which objectives are well-supported by the function’s 
current capabilities, and which are most at risk due 
to weak IT capability. To identify these, we compared 
respondents’ importance ranking for each objective with 
their current ability to meet business expectations for 
each objective. In doing so, we were able to triage the 
objectives into three buckets based on the size of the  
gap between importance and capability levels. 

FIG. 1   IT’s most important function improvement objectives 
in 2020

Source: Key Issues Study, The Hackett Group, 2020

The IT organization agenda in 2020
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The smallest gaps indicate objectives that most IT organizations are well-equipped to handle, depicted in green in the 
heat map below (Fig. 2). Those with moderate gaps, where IT has been inconsistent in meeting expectations, are colored 
yellow and prime targets for capability improvement. Those with the widest importance-to-capability gaps are objectives  
most at risk – denoted by red. These are IT’s most urgent capability development targets in 2020: 

• Improve enterprise analytics enablement
• Better enable data as a value driver
• Improve IT agility
• Reduce technology infrastructure complexity and technical debt

FIG. 2   2020 IT agenda development heat map: Rating priority vs. capability level

Source: Key Issues Study, The Hackett Group, 2020
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The IT agenda is shaped by enterprise 
strategic priorities and operational 
plans, which in turn are driven by 
economic and business conditions. 
In 2018 and 2019, customer focus 
improvement was the dominant 
transformation initiative on the 
enterprise agenda, with cost 
optimization in second place. In 2020 
this ranking has flipped (Fig. A). 

The enterprise agenda in 2020

FIG. A   Top 2020 business strategies for realization of financial objectives

Source: Key Issues Study, The Hackett Group, 2020
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Concern over cost, driven by economic 
uncertainty domestically and globally, 
has motivated a majority of general and 
administrative functions to build recession into 
their budget planning. IT leaders in particular 
have taken this to heart: nearly 100% have 
taken at least one step in preparation for 
recession (Fig. B).

Cost, customer focus and product/service 
portfolio expansion/innovation were the 
top three enterprise initiatives in both 2019 
and 2020. However, the next three most 
prevalent enterprise transformation initiatives 
are related to data, technology and digital in 
2020 for the first time. This is a clearer signal 
than we’ve had before that the enterprise is 
anxious to extract value from analytics and has 
begun to understand the value of technology 
infrastructure modernization. IT’s 2020 priorities 
are well-aligned with these elevated goals.

The enterprise agenda in 2020

FIG. B   Steps IT leaders are taking in anticipation of a 2020 recession

Source: Key Issues Study, The Hackett Group, 2020
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Addressing development targets aggressively will 
help IT’s broader 2020 agenda succeed. To develop 
these capabilities as part of an overall function 
transformation program, we recommend focusing 
efforts through the lens of our digital service 
delivery model (SDM) (Fig. 3). This encompasses 
all aspects of the function’s operating model, with 
the central driver and focus being the customer, 
which in IT’s case is the internal stakeholder and 
the business end customer. Around the perimeter 
are six essential service delivery categories.

Our 2020 study results show transformational 
efforts taking place in all six elements, but IT 
leaders plan to concentrate their transformation 
first and foremost on analytics and information 
management, which should help close their 
capability gap in enabling enterprise analytics. 
The following are study findings associated with 
transformation in each service delivery category, 
most of which target the critical development 
objectives identified in the heat map.

Addressing IT’s critical development priorities 

FIG. 3   Priorities for IT service delivery model transformation

1 Analytics and information management

2 Technology

3 Organization and governance

4 Human capital

5 Service design

6 Service partnering

Source: Key Issues Study, The Hackett Group, 2020
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In 2020, IT’s most common 
targets for analytics enablement 
will be data-specific, namely 
improving access and quality 
(Fig. 4). 

FIG. 4    Actions planned by IT in 2020 to support data and analytics in the enterprise

Source: Key Issues Study, The Hackett Group, 2020

Analytics and information management 1

FIG. 4   Actions planned by IT in 2020 to support data and analytics in the enterprise
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While data access management is a clear responsibility of IT, data and analytics ownership and governance are  
unresolved in many companies, a factor that handicaps enterprise analytics effectiveness. One-third of IT respondents  
will be implementing new data and analytics governance in 2020. Currently, in most companies, IT takes ownership for 
data architecture, data handling and master data management (Fig. 5). Business teams are typically responsible for  
data analysis and modeling. But responsibility for data science and visualization are much more fragmented. 

FIG. 5   Responsibility for data/analytics service delivery in 2020 

Source: Key Issues Study, The Hackett Group, 2020
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FIG. 5   Responsibility for data/analytics service delivery in 2020 
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Analytics technology deployments will be scaled up more than any other digital tool in 2020. Fifty-five percent of IT 
respondents plan deployment increases in excess of 10% by volume in the coming year, with an average implementation 
increase of 20% (Fig. 6). Deployment of data visualization tools, a key component of analytics, is also among technologies  
with the highest anticipated deployment growth in 2020. Forty-eight percent plan growth in excess of 10%, with an 
average increase of 15%. 

FIG. 6   Data and emerging technology adoption, 2020 growth and objectives realization

2 Technology

Source: Key Issues Study, The Hackett Group, 2020

* The technology is used on a limited scale in isolated use cases.   ** The technology is used at scale in applicable use cases.   1 Year-on-year percentage change in applicable adoption metric for each technology.    
2 Some examples include return on investment, payback, cycle-time improvement, quality of service improvement and customer experience improvement.
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These aggressive expansions in deployment come even 
though advanced analytics and data visualization tools 
have among the worst rates for meeting expectations 
among all the key technologies in our study. More than 
one-half of respondents (56%) say advanced analytics 
technology initiatives have fallen short of benefits 
expectations, and 50% also report the same letdown 
for data visualization. Only chatbots have been a bigger 
disappointment among digital deployments. For IT, the 
implications should bring greater urgency to improving 
the viability of the data that feeds the tools, and educating 
users on such success factors as how to ask the right 
questions and identify the types of data needed for 
effective analysis. Otherwise, there will be an escalating 
backlash against analytics, and the IT organization may 
bear the brunt of it.

Beyond analytics, we see 2020 as a year of process 
transformation. Legacy applications are being scaled back 
by many – an essential part of IT’s goal to reduce technical 
complexity and debt. Cloud-based applications and 
platforms will experience the most aggressive increases 
in adoption (Fig. 7).

As noted for analytics, several process technology 
adoption initiatives fell short of expectations in 2019, 
robotic process automation especially. But, as tools, talent 
and capabilities mature in IT and the user community, 
organizations with strong digital transformation plans and 
change management strategies should be able to move 
the results needle to a more favorable position in 2020.

2 Technology
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FIG. 7   Process automation technology adoption and objectives realization

Source: Key Issues Study, The Hackett Group, 2020

* The technology is used on a limited scale in isolated use cases.   ** The technology is used at scale in applicable use cases.   1 Year-on-year percentage change in applicable adoption metric for each technology.    
2 Some examples include return on investment, payback, cycle-time improvement, quality of service improvement and customer experience improvement.
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In organizational service placement in 2020, we see a 
continuing shift toward self-service enablement for the 
delivery of technology services. Fifty-six percent of IT 
respondents report that they will increase the volume  
of work executed via self-service by an average of 
4.4% over the coming year (Fig. 8). 

While we see a continuation of IT service responsibility 
migrating to business units and functions, which 
improves IT responsiveness and customer-centricity, 
there is an even larger increase expected for corporate 
IT placement. This contrasts with study results of the 
past two years, which showed the slowest growth 
in corporate IT work. The sudden change may be an 
anomaly or a reaction to the increased emphasis by the 
enterprise on cost takeout, since IT service delivery 
costs can be economized through centralization.

3 Organization and governance

FIG. 8   Change in volume of IT work by location of 
service delivery

Source: Key Issues Study, The Hackett Group, 2020

*Previously outsourced work moved back in-house   ** Captive only, excludes outsourced
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The talent profile that is emerging in IT emphasizes partnering skills more than technical know-how. Fittingly, the two 
largest talent gaps reported by IT in our study are nontechnical: creativity/innovation and customer-centric design. IT’s 
already-identified critical challenges – data optimization and analytics enablement – also show up as major gaps (Fig. 9).  
Most IT leaders predict no change or increases in these gaps in 2020. Closing the gaps will require a range of talent 
development practices, including contractual requirements with vendors to use their on-site teams to train IT staff. 

FIG. 9   Current IT skill gaps and top projections for 2020 change

4 Human capital

FIG. 9   Current IT skill gaps and top projections for 2020 change
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Service design will continue to evolve in 2020, as IT becomes more customer-centric toward both internal and external 
stakeholders. As shown in Fig. 8 previously, 56% of respondents plan to migrate IT services to a self-service model, and 
the highest increase in volume of IT work will flow to self-service. Chatbots are becoming more common in self-service 
automation, but chief information officers (CIOs) should heed the overwhelmingly disappointing results reported from this 
technology (as seen in Fig. 6). IT should partner with business peers to determine how to turn around the performance  
of chatbots.

5 Service design
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The most fundamental service-
partnering change reported in our Key 
Issues Study concerns outsourcing. 
Historically a cost play, outsourcing in 
2020 is far more about flexibility and 
capability access than cost reduction 
(Fig. 10). Clearly, outsourcing is 
becoming predominantly an agility 
lever. However, with the added 
emphasis on cost reduction in 
2020, CIOs should continue to look 
for cost-cutting opportunities with 
outsourcers. Many of the latter have 
been undergoing their own digital 
transformation, using analytics, 
smart automation and cloud to make 
themselves more efficient. Smart CIOs 
are pushing vendors to pass on the 
savings to their customers. 

FIG. 10   Top outsourcing motivations and services most commonly  
being increased

6 Service partnering

Source: Key Issues Study, The Hackett Group, 2020
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ABOUT THIS RESEARCH

For the 2020 edition of The Hackett Group’s annual Key Issues Study, executive management and leaders of  finance, 
human resources, IT, procurement and GBS organizations organizations at a global set of midsized and large enterprises 
were asked in late 2019 about their strategic priorities and initiatives for the coming year.
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IT has an aggressive mandate for 2020, dominated by pressure to cut cost and add greater value to the enterprise.  
By reducing technical complexity and upping its game in data optimization and analytics enablement, IT will be able  
to perform as a cost-efficient, agile transformation and innovation partner to the business.

Strategic implications
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