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Pitney Bowes’ Greg Buoncontri:
Tied to the Company’s Growth Prospects
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CIO Greg Buoncontri: Tied to the Company’s
Growth Prospects
Not coming from a technology background has been more of an asset than a hindrance to Greg
Buoncontri, chief information officer (CIO) of Pitney Bowes – a $5.6 billion company providing software,
hardware and services that integrate physical and digital communications channels. In fact, Buoncontri’s
biggest challenges have been people, not technology. Calling today’s IT environment a “transformation
continuum,” Buoncontri speaks to the impact of clear communication, and delivering on daily
operations – not to mention “exquisite” timing.
Greg Buoncontri of Pitney
Bowes is a 21st century CIO
– a skilled senior executive
whose operations just happen
to be in Information Technology
(IT). “I’ve never written a line
of code,” he says. “I can’t type.”
Back in the mid 1980s,
Buoncontri was asked to run
a previous employer’s data
center that was in bad shape.
“The data center was a
business unit that was running at a big loss.”
There were a lot of technical problems – and people
problems, too. Shortly after the manager who was
running the operation was removed, Buoncontri
was asked to turn it around. “I didn’t have the
tech skills,” he says. “But that is precisely why I was
asked to take it over. It needed a businessperson.
And off I went.” Not coming from a technology
background has been more of an asset than a
hindrance to Buoncontri since he stepped from
sales and business management into that first
IT role.

A WELL-VERSED BUSINESSPERSON
According to Buoncontri, his job is intimately tied
to Pitney Bowes’ growth prospects. For today’s
CIO to fully understand technology and all its
nuances is impossible, he says. “No one at the
senior level can stay up on it.” More important
for a CIO with “a seat at the table” – meaning
the strategy table in the C-suite – is to be a wellversed businessperson whose main responsibility
is to deliver on daily operations. “That may be
old news, “but if you don’t have that, then you
are not bullet proof.” Buoncontri also points out
something he believes is unique to IT: If you have
difficulty delivering on projects on time and within
the budget, if your service levels aren’t running well,
if there are problems with data integrity, if internal
customers call the service center for support and
find a lack of empathy – if those baseline, tactical
capabilities aren’t there, you won’t be respected
on the strategy end.” IT executives who “talk the
talk” but fail to deliver in the key operational
areas start to look like academics, he says. “I don’t
think there is another discipline where you won’t
be taken seriously on the strategic side if you
don’t nail the tactical side.”
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The CIO role carries a large operational component
because outside companies today often provide
a lot of the key inputs for which IT is ultimately
responsible. Buoncontri likens this to conducting
a symphony orchestra. “You have to get all these
sections working together, in harmony. You have
software, hardware from different vendors, but it all
has to work together” across the entire organization.
But IT also is quickly evolving beyond even that,
Buoncontri says, “from a back office automation
function and set of capabilities to something that
is uniquely and intimately tied to a company’s
growth prospects.”

TRANSFORMATION CONTINUUM
Buoncontri’s biggest challenges at Pitney Bowes
have been around people, not technology. The
most notable one occurred when he first joined
the organization. His goal: to “bring together a
disparate group of IT organizations to make the
company’s first shared service, which was set up
as a business within a business.” The first challenge
to this new model was imbuing a cost-competitive
point of view. Setting up the processes and
procedures he favored required making a strong
business case around the idea to skeptical
executives. The second challenge was “moving
into another generation of managed services –
buying rather than building.” Returning to the
symphony metaphor, Buoncontri says, “This was
like changing orchestras mid-symphony.” Buoncontri
again found that managing such an operation
successfully is less about technical acumen
than it is about good organization, excellent
execution and thorough communications.
Describing today’s IT environment as a
“transformation continuum,” Buoncontri says,
“You never really stop. You get your organization
and capabilities set up, and then about five years
later it’s time to move on” to new technologies
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and new platforms. The big dangers are moving
forward too soon or too late. “Too soon, you are
pioneering and you end up with arrows in your
back. Too late and you’ll be seen as a fossil,” he says.
Beyond the need for “exquisite timing,” Buoncontri
stresses the urgency for clear communication.
“Bring your colleagues, customers and peers
along with messaging about what you are doing
and why. You have to make the message clear.
You have to speak about technology in a language
that your colleagues understand.”
Buoncontri’s background in sales and operations
management turned out to be a huge plus in those
areas. He says he can speak “Tech,” but it’s not his
first language. One key to effective communication
for a CIO, Buoncontri finds, is to present the case
in a way that is relevant to non-techies. “They
need to see that what you are talking about will
mitigate a threat they might feel or that it could
vault them ahead of a competitor.” The best CIOs
are perceived as “good businesspeople who
happen to run an operating function, but who
see the big picture. “

FAST FOLLOWERS
One of the biggest changes Pitney Bowes has
embraced recently has been cloud-based and
managed service offerings. The latter followed from
the 2007-2008 economic downturn. “We had to
change our cost structure and operating model,”
says Buoncontri. There was a lot of IT-related content
in that.” Meanwhile, Pitney Bowes is embracing
cloud-based offerings for its sales, customer
relationship management (CRM) activities and its
base enterprise resource planning (ERP) programs.
Company data centers, in the meantime, are
undergoing consolidation – from 75 down to six.
Buoncontri describes Pitney Bowes as “fast
followers, but not a tip-of-the-spear organization.”
Taking that position allowed enough time when
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it came to cloud computing, for example, for his
operation to fully understand that the concept
represented a sea change. Cloud computing
essentially allows companies to store data
and applications on servers usually owned and
managed by a third party. Migrating to servers in
the ‘cloud’ can greatly simplify the management
of huge networks by allowing for one-stop updating
and highly scalable data storage. Once a remote
user taps into the central cloud of servers, all the
applications or data on their computer – or other
devices – gets updated easily. Such flexibility is
valuable in itself, and can also help lower costs and
enhance innovation, proponents say. Implementing
a cloud service involves first choosing a working
partner, Buoncontri says. “You talk to the providers,
get a sense of who is real and who isn’t.” He also
researched what peer companies are doing, “so
you get a sense of the traps and the opportunities”
before taking the leap.
Buoncontri notes the value of having a strong
and trusted business partner to help scan the
horizon for new technology trends. Wipro, which
has worked closely with Pitney Bowes in recent
years, has been a valuable source of insights and
best practices on technology trends around the
world. “They have global reach and that gives
them insights that other companies might not
have,” Buoncontri said.
As with any business transformation, there
were a few obstacles in the way before the new
technologies and processes could be adopted.
Ironically, the bigger and more widespread the
change, the easier it is to get people onboard,
according to Buoncontri. “If you are the only one
trying to sell a change, it’s tough. But when there
is a recognition that we have to change, and that
feeling is in abundance, then they want to see
if your suggestions are aligned with what they
want.” If there’s alignment, the sell is relatively easy.
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The hardest sell with new technology is when no
change is happening. And obviously, in some
cultures it’s an easier sell than in others. “It depends
on the company and its business model,” says
Buoncontri. Organizations in ascendancy can
generally do whatever the CIO wants. At mature
companies, he says, no one wants to blow themselves up by risking investments in IT that aren’t
obviously aligned with transformational strategy.
And at companies in a state of decline, everyone
wants to fix things, but, he says, it might be too late.
“I’ve been here for a little over 11 years,” says
Buoncontri, who sees IT transformation running in
five-to-seven-year cycles. “It took the first two to
three years to get all the disparate organizations
consolidated and arrive at a baseline set of
capabilities.” He describes those years as being
like “a turnaround and a merger.” The second
phase – consolidating and institutionalizing the
gains, making them predictable and repeatable –
took another couple of years. Come year six or
seven, and “you are thinking about next-generation
capabilities,” says Buoncontri, noting that Pitney
Bowes aims to spend around 10% to 20% of its IT
budget on innovation and improvements to the
organization’s capabilities.
At Pitney Bowes, the past five-to-seven-year
cycle of IT projects has contributed strongly to
the ROI. “We’ve made enormous strides in terms
of efficiency,” says Buoncontri. “If you can keep
it [the IT budget] flat and your workload is up by
orders of magnitude, you’ve hit a home run on
the efficiency side.” Then, he says, “you need to
look at the effectiveness side: Are your customers
happy? What do the ongoing surveys and quality
measurements look like? Are you just as effective
with a bigger workload and the same size budget?
If yes, you’ve hit a grand slam.”
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IT AS A SOURCE OF IDEAS

LEADERSHIP, NOT COMPLIANCE

There are intangible benefits from recent IT
initiatives at the company, too. Pitney Bowes
employees, according to Buoncontri, can now
see a closer link between what they do and the
company’s success. “We’ve taken over a lot of
what our outside partners were doing, and
we’re challenging employees with work that is
intellectually stimulating. We want to be the thought
leader,” says Buoncontri. “We want to be the best
source of ideas to help our internal customers
improve their businesses. We will use our skills as
program managers to make this happen, because
we want our employees to enjoy interesting and
exciting challenges and achieve the professional
growth they are after.” The key is to leverage as
much of the operating budget as possible. “If
your revenue is going to grow 5% per year,
you don’t want your costs to grow 5%.”

If you want to make change – purchasing and
implementing a new process, for example –
Buoncontri says you will first need to sell an idea.
“You don’t want to change people’s behaviors.
That never works.” The trick is to change people’s
worldview by letting them know what is necessary
and what is possible. “That will lead them to make
the changes they need to make.” That view then
begs the question: What is a leader’s role in all
this transformation? Leadership, says Buoncontri,
is “people doing the right thing when no one is
there. If you have to be there, it’s compliance,
not leadership.”

There are additional intangibles as well. “I try to
make this stuff fun for people,” says Buoncontri.
And he doesn’t mean just after-hours events.
Rather, he tries to give the IT organization as
much context as possible around the activities in
which it is engaged. This, too, requires effective
communication. People want to know how their
work fits in with where the company is going, why
their particular consolidation project, for example,
is important. “You’ve got to give employees access
to information,” he says. “You have to let people
have the insights they need to understand why
what they are doing is important. Otherwise it’s
just work – and they can do just ‘work’ anywhere.”
A history major in college, Buoncontri is always
asking himself about the context in which events
happen and what lessons they may hold for the
future. “The more you understand about the
environment, the easier it is to put events into
proper perspective.”
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With these sorts of transformational initiatives in
IT, lessons abound. “You have to have the courage
of your convictions and confidence about what you
want to do,” notes Buoncontri. There are always
different points of view – and there is merit in them.
“I really need to listen. I have to walk through
scenarios, ask my organization and myself the
questions I know we’ll be asked, especially by likely
opponents or those on the fence.” His advice for a
CIO trying to sell change: Be rigorous. Identify the
agendas that you are likely to come up against.
“They are difficult to overcome,” he admits. “We
run into it in my own organization and inside our
internal customers’ organizations.” In your own
organization, he believes, it is a bit easier to deal
with. “At the end of the day, you’re the leader and
you set the direction, like it or not.” But in the
broader organization, the process of advancing
ideas and looking for allies who share your
beliefs is more deliberative.

KNOW THY PARTNERS
As with most IT organizations, Pitney Bowes can’t
do everything on its own. So, it uses strategic
partners. “We believe in strong partnerships with
fewer partners,” he says. “We want to do as much
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work with as few partners as possible, so that we
know them better and they know us better.” It’s
critical, he says, for his organization’s partners to
understand its priorities and objectives. To that
end, every year Pitney Bowes prepares a formal
document for each of its partners outlining the
scope of performance and the measures of success.
The document includes a letter-grading system
by which work will be assessed. This way, the
partners know their roles. They know exactly what
they need to deliver, and they understand that
they’ll have to work well with the other partners.
Wipro has been a strategic partner for Pitney Bowes
over the years and has worked as an integral part
of their team in rolling out transformational
programs aligned to their IT road map.
Looking back over his career in IT, Buoncontri is
circumspect. “I’ve been fortunate to work for great
people, people who took a chance, who, despite
varying styles, were able to give me something. I
admire the guys and gals I’ve worked for over the
years. They have all taught me something. They
have been patient, have let me make mistakes
and learn from them, and have given me the right
kind of encouragement and support. This goes
back to when I started in the 1970s in sales. I’ve
met great people, made some mistakes, and I’ve
had a fair amount of successes too. It’s a
continuous learning experience. I’ve seen IT
history being made.”
###
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This article was produced by Knowledge@Wharton, the online business
journal of The Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania. The project
was sponsored by Wipro Technologies.
www.wipro.com

http://knowledge.wharton.upenn.edu

The Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania — founded in 1881 as the
first collegiate business school — is recognized globally for intellectual leadership
and ongoing innovation across every major discipline of business education. The
most comprehensive source of business knowledge in the world, Wharton bridges
research and practice through its broad engagement with the global business
community. The School has more than 4,800 undergraduate, MBA, executive
MBA, and doctoral students; more than 9,000 annual participants in executive
education programs; and an alumni network of 86,000 graduates.

ABOUT KNOWLEDGE@WHARTON
Knowledge@Wharton is a free biweekly online resource that captures knowledge
generated at the Wharton School and beyond through such channels as research
papers, conferences, speakers, books, and interviews with faculty and other
business experts on current business topics. The Knowledge@Wharton network —
which includes Chinese, Spanish, Portuguese, Indian and Middle Eastern editions
— has nearly 1.7 million subscribers worldwide and contains more than 2,000
articles and research papers in its database.
For more information: http://knowledge.wharton.upenn.edu

ABOUT WIPRO TECHNOLOGIES
Wipro Technologies, the global IT business of Wipro Limited (NYSE:WIT) is a leading
Information Technology, Consulting and Outsourcing company that delivers solutions
to enable its clients do business better. Wipro Technologies delivers winning
business outcomes through its deep industry experience and a 360 degree view of
“Business through Technology” – helping clients create successful and adaptive
businesses. A company recognized globally for its comprehensive portfolio of
services, a practitioner’s approach to delivering innovation and an organization
wide commitment to sustainability, Wipro Technologies has 120,000 employees
and clients across 54 countries.
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