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This article reports key findings on how CIOs in 88 midsize

enterprises plan to hire, develop and allocate talent across 2021.

To help CIOs better understand how their peer organizations formulated talent plans for

2021 in response to these challenges, Gartner surveyed 89 MSE CIOs globally in

November and December of 2020.

Key findings:

1. Driven primarily by digital acceleration, nearly two-thirds of MSE CIOs plan to grow

their IT headcount in 2021.

2. MSE CIOs might be undervaluing tactics like offering more flexibility in work

schedules or locations and leveraging unconventional sources to attract talent. This

can lead to missed opportunities to hire key talent in a competitive market.

3. MSEs trail large enterprises in increasing IT headcount in 2021 to support new and

emerging digital capabilities.

Nearly Two-Thirds of MSE CIOs Plan to Grow Their IT Headcount in 2021

Sixty-five percent of MSE CIOs plan to grow their IT teams in 2021, and 13% of MSE CIOs

expect IT headcount to increase by more than 15%. In contrast, 23% of MSEs expect IT

headcount to remain flat, and only 13% expect a decrease of IT staff from the 2020

average level.

The pandemic heightened the need for companies to deliver digital outcomes at speed;

58% of MSE CIOs indicated “acceleration of digital initiatives” as a top three factor

influencing their IT talent decisions. Furthermore, the optimistic hiring outlook reflects

growing confidence in MSE CIOs and the crucial role IT would continue to play in

digitalization. Specifically, while many CIOs were pessimistic in mid-2020 about their IT

staffing plans for 2021, this survey indicates that most IT organizations have renewed

confidence and will be on a growth trajectory over the course of 2021.
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Figure 1: Two-Thirds of MSEs Plan to Increase IT Headcount in 2021

MSE CIOs Might Be Undervaluing Certain Hiring Tactics

Competition for top IT talent is likely to become even more fierce as firms of all sizes plan

to increase hiring technology talent. To successfully execute their talent strategy, 66% of

MSE CIOs indicate that their primary tactic will be to develop and upskill existing IT

employees. While increasing existing IT capacity is important for MSEs with small

baseline IT headcount and budget constraints, we think there are a few missed

opportunities when it comes to attracting new talent.
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Offer work flexibility. Only 34% of MSE CIOs plan on offering flexible work locations

or remote work options to attract talent, and only 23% plan to offer flexible work

hours. Companies have invested in technologies and workflow changes to better

accommodate the remote workforce during the pandemic, and have amassed a

wealth of lessons learned during this time period. MSEs that have made

technological updates should take advantage of these investments and lessons

learned and work with HR and business leaders to provide work flexibility in the long

term. For MSEs that have not made the transition or where remote work is not

feasible, CIOs should work with business leaders to improve work flexibility in other

ways. This will greatly expand the pool of prospective candidates and make it easier

to retain existing staff.

■

Expand hiring to nontraditional sources. MSE CIOs sometimes miss the opportunity

to tap into the pool of “gig workers” for short-term, contingent projects and to expand

recruitment from unconventional channels such as social media. Gig workers or

temporary workers will allow MSEs to maintain their agility to respond to market

demand. Nontraditional hiring channels will broaden companies’ reach and improve

workforce diversity.

■

Rethink and redesign resume qualifications. With extremely high demand for

technology talent, the redesign of resume qualifications is not only a

recommendation, but also a necessity. However, only 5% of MSE CIOs currently place

much emphasis on broadening education and technical skill requirements when

seeking job candidates. Since a majority of CIOs are already focused on upskilling

existing IT staff, some of these practices can be geared toward new hires to fill the

skills gap.

■
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Figure 2: Most Important Tactics for Executing 2021 Talent Strategy

MSEs Trail Large Enterprises in Increasing IT Headcount in 2021 to Support
New and Emerging Digital Capabilities

Overall, at least seven in 10 MSE CIOs plan to increase IT full-time equivalents (FTEs) that

support security operations, business workflow automation and analytics platforms. A

large majority of MSEs also plan to increase IT staff to support integration and IT

automation. However, MSEs are somewhat more conservative than large enterprises when

it comes to investing in IT headcount to support new and emerging digital capabilities.

For instance, the share of MSE CIOs who plan to increase IT headcount trails large

enterprises by at least six percentage points in areas such as cloud platforms, remote

work/digital workplace and data platforms. While two-thirds of large enterprises plan to

expand IT staffing to support artificial intelligence (AI) and machine learning (ML), only

50% of MSEs plan to do so.
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By contrast, MSEs seem to focus more on growing IT capacity to support traditional

“core” IT activities. For example, fmore MSE CIOs than those in large enterprises plan to

increase the number of IT employees to support application development, enterprise

systems, enterprise architecture and end-user support. This suggests that the IT

organizations at many MSEs are still in the process of building and solidifying the

technology foundation (see Table 1).

Table 1: Expected IT FTE Changes by Enterprise Size, Percentage of CIOs Planning to

Increase IT FTEs

(Enlarged table in Appendix)
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Conclusion

The 2021 IT talent strategy reflects renewed confidence of MSE CIOs to expand IT

organizations to support enterprises’ varying digital capabilities. To ensure the successful

execution of the talent plan in a competitive market, MSE CIOs should consider branching

out to diverse sources for hiring and offer more flexibility in the workplace.

by Jingjing Jiang
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Endnotes
The 2021 Gartner CIO Talent Planning Survey was administered between November and

December of 2020 among 184 CIOs in North America, EMEA and APAC across industries,

functions and company sizes. Eighty-eight CIOs were from midsize enterprises.

Respondents were recruited via an external online panel and the Research Circle — a

Gartner-managed panel of senior IT leaders. The survey was aimed at providing peer-level

metrics related to IT talent planning and assessing how CIOs’ talent plans for 2021 have

shaped up as businesses responded to longer-term trends that may have been accelerated

by the COVID-19 pandemic and the technology production work that occurs outside of IT.
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Table 1: Expected IT FTE Changes by Enterprise Size, Percentage of CIOs Planning to Increase IT FTEs

IT Activities Large Enterprises
(n = 88)

Midsize Enterprises
(n = 88)

GAP Between MSEs and LEs

Security Operations 70% 78% 8%

Business Workflow Automation 68% 74% 6%

Analytics Platforms (e.g., Power BI,
Tableau)

75% 74% -1%

Integration (e.g., APIs) 70% 69% -1%

IT Automation 64% 68% 3%

Cloud Platforms (e.g., AWS, Azure,
private cloud)

73% 65% -8%

Support for Remote Work/Digital
Workplace

65% 59% -6%

Data Platforms (e.g., Data Lakes) 65% 59% -6%

Customer Interaction Automation 56% 57% 1%

Application Development 44% 57% 13%

Project Management 52% 54% 2%

Enterprise Systems (e.g., ERP) 40% 51% 11%

AI/ML 66% 50% -16%
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Source: 2021 Gartner CIO Talent Planning Survey

Enterprise Architecture 42% 49% 7%

End-User Support 38% 46% 8%

Low-Code/No-Code Platforms 43% 40% -4%

Applications Maintenance 21% 30% 10%

Systems Administration 21% 25% 5%

Network Administration 19% 24% 5%

Legend:
⬤ The difference between MSEs and large enterprises >= 5 percentage points.
⬤ The difference between MSEs and large enterprises <= -5 percentage points.

n = 176 CIOs
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