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The evolving  
role of CTOs  
on the buy side.

CTO Perspectives
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CTOs of financial firms are in charge of a 

complex, evolving set of responsibilities.  

Their roles may still be centered on operational 

management and infrastructure, but many firms 

are holding CTOs to an expanding list of 

expectations that involve company strategy.

Recent Bloomberg interviews with CTOs from 

buy-side firms in the U.S. showed how this 

dynamic role is evolving as technology  

becomes an ever-more-important focus in  

asset management.

The strategic CTO road map

CTOs talked about common strategies  

for success:

Being proactive with technology 

In areas such as automation, technology 

leaders are increasingly spearheading  

change within their firms.

Prioritizing talent 
In a competitive environment, recruiting  

top technical talent is key.

 Building relationships 
Strong technology leaders build ally,  

client and partner relationships across  

other functions and the front office.
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Balancing  
service provision  
& strategic change.

With technology and data now core 
drivers of the value firms deliver to 
customers, advancing transformational 
change is becoming one of a CTO’s 
top priorities. Bloomberg’s study found 
CTOs advocating for automation, 
collaborating on artificial intelligence 
(AI) and machine-learning initiatives 
and acting as key decision-makers in 
their firms’ migration to the cloud. 
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Yet CTOs’ growing significance as strategic 

partners doesn’t diminish their importance in 

day-to-day operations. “Keeping the lights on” 

and staying ahead of security issues will always 

keep CTOs occupied, and resources can be 

thin. For many CTOs, talent shortages and churn 

make it hard to coordinate regular hardware and 

software changes — let alone successfully lead 

transformation — without risking disruptions to 

the business.

Making a business case for more resources can 

help. Still, the current environment also calls for 

thoughtful consideration of how tech should 

be integrated into both the service-related and 

strategic plans of a business. Some firms still 

view tech as more of a cost center than a catalyst 

for innovation, creating challenges for those 

CTOs tasked with modernizing infrastructure: 

Should new technology investments be about 

efficiency and overhead? Or should they help 

push the firm toward new ways of doing things?

Balancing those priorities — and advancing the 

kinds of culture changes that can make doing so 

easier — is key for CTOs in 2020. 



5

Staying on top of both service and strategy is 

more feasible for CTOs when their firms consider 

the tech function as both a change agent and a 

foundational resource provider. A collaborative 

approach to decision-making can help make  

that possible.

Enabling innovation 

One of the evolving roles of buy-side CTOs 

and technology organizations is their place 

in enabling innovations in other parts of the 

organization, in particular by acquiring new  

tools for advanced data analysis. 

CTOs are in conversation with their investment 

team counterparts as enablers and facilitators  

as firms seek to differentiate themselves based 

on their efficiency and experience with data.  

The growing mix of available tools — including 

open source data analytics capabilities, 

computing power in the public cloud and  

the wide array of available data — have created  

a host of opportunities.
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Decision-making considerations

Bloomberg’s research and interviews explored 

the ways the CTO role is growing and 

changing as the buy side reacts to the ever-

increasing ubiquity of technology in finance. 

The organizational role of technology leaders 

varies widely, depending (at least in part) on 

what technology has done for the business to 

date and where the firm wants to take it. 

With pressure on costs, many CTOs are 

being asked to derive more from what their 

organizations already pay for by exploring 

untapped adjacencies or unused datasets. 

Others are proactively seeking ways to get  

more impact from existing technology — 

especially in the area of automation.

REACTIVE

PROACTIVE
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A push-and-pull of both proactive and 

reactive thinking is required of almost all 

CTOs. Various stakeholders in the firm need 

different things and have unique expectations. 

CTOs have to react differently when they’re 

asked to implement or create a requested 

solution than when there’s a unique idea they 

want to resource and execute. 

For many CTOs — especially those closest to  

IT and the challenging problem of 

cybersecurity — it’s difficult to break out of 

the patterns of “reactive supporting” and 

“fire-fighting” long enough to work on value-

adding or transformational initiatives.  

I’m looking at every piece of the 
business and understanding how we  
can better leverage technology to 
eliminate manual processes,” adding 
that the aim is to “really get the staff 
concentrating on more value-additive 
types of work. ”

As one hedge fund CTO told Bloomberg:
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Others find prioritization to be a challenge,  

given how many projects their organizations 

want to initiate and complete (and how little 

requestors may understand the technology 

they’re asking for). 

With vendors constantly pushing new products 

and datasets on analysts and senior leaders, 

internal education is another critical component 

of the CTO role. 

Often, that means helping stakeholders think 

more clearly about use cases by first determining 

what outcomes they want to achieve. 

In order to “decide which technology is most 

suitable to the end game,” one interviewee said, 

“you have to understand what the end game is first.” 
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Shifting investment teams out of a “maybe-

this-will-help” mindset requires CTOs to work 

closely with stakeholders to align investments 

to objectives that are important to the business. 

Collaborative decision-making is key to realizing 

meaningful outcomes. 

Joint budget decision-making processes were 

common to all CTOs Bloomberg surveyed, 

but whether CTOs act as decision owners or 

decision influencers depends on the type of 

solution in play. CTOs may have direct authority 

over IT and infrastructure decisions, for example, 

while playing a secondary role in choices about 

software applications, outsourcing partners or 

new datasets.

Most CTOs think in terms of a yearly budget  

and planning cycle, with multiyear projects 

placed into separate areas of the balance sheet. 

And, though long-term thinking is important to 

firms’ success, none of the CTOs Bloomberg 

surveyed are planning beyond three years out. 

With day-to-day responsibilities still absorbing 

much of CTOs’ time and effort, structural 

considerations provide them with plenty of  

near-term challenges to address.
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Key day-to-day 
challenges.

As the importance of the technology 
function grows, CTOs must regularly  
balance between providing direction  
and following directions. Expectations  
of the tech function vary depending 
on which individuals CTOs are 
working with inside the firm. 

The core challenge for CTOs today 
is maintaining a focus on technology 
transformation while also addressing 
a suite of other challenges.
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Relationships

Relationships between the CTO and other 

stakeholders in a firm varied widely based on 

firm culture. In all cases, the attitude toward the 

tech function is key to shaping innovation.

CTOs said that C-suite executives most often 

treat them as allies in helping them meet 

objectives. Strong relationships with fellow 

senior leaders help CTOs earn timely purchase 

approvals, advance culture-changing initiatives 

and find new value-add opportunities. The CTO  

often acts as a technology ambassador to 

this audience; one interviewee said the most 

significant challenge in his role was “being all 

things technical to an audience that may not 

understand anything about technology.” 

Front-office investment teams, on the other 

hand, often come to CTOs in a support capacity 

— expecting them to facilitate or enable the 

innovations analysts want to advance for clients. 

C-Suite Front Office
Back/Middle 
Office

Other 
Functions

Ally/Peer
Client/
Supporter

Client/
Collaborator

Peer/Client
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Back- and middle-office teams, meanwhile,  

tend to interact with CTOs more as collaborators 

— counting on them to co-design automated 

solutions, for example, or help their teams 

explore new applications for AI and machine learning. 

Leaders of other service functions like Compliance 

and HR can be valuable peers for CTOs as well 

(they face challenges similar to CTOs in their own 

horizontal responsibilities). Ultimately, however, 

every area of the business is essentially a potential 

client the tech function has to serve in some fashion. 

Talent retention

Serving the business can be a challenge amid 

today’s talent squeeze. CTOs told Bloomberg 

that finding and retaining people with the 

appropriate levels of both business knowledge 

and tech skills is one of their most pressing 

concerns. Keeping job satisfaction high among 

tech team members is another key people 

challenge — especially in the “constrained 

environment” of certain firms. 



13

Complexity

Regardless of firm size, tech stacks in finance 

tend to have many complex layers. The rapidity 

of technological change can make a firm’s 

technology assets difficult to harness and 

optimize.

Driving digital transformation can be challenging 

when firms work with multiple vendors with 

varying contractual timelines, for example, 

especially when they’re only planning 1–3 years 

out. One of the key concerns expressed by many 

technology leaders was the difficulty of keeping 

up with the latest advances:

I feel like the space is moving way  
faster than we are. I hope it doesn’t 
become a big problem for us. That’s 
what keeps me up. ”

Organizational restrictions

CTOs often struggle with stretched resources 

and limited budget power, even though they 

have significant responsibilities that are crucial  

to the success of their firms.
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Bureaucratic issues and complex budgeting and 

procurement processes can also make it difficult 

to get things done quickly, or at all (contributing 

to challenges with team morale). Strict approval 

processes for new or unplanned initiatives can 

be “pretty painful,” one CTO reported, though 

some do have buffers in their budgets that can 

make smaller asks easier to advance.

What those budgets cover can vary, however. 

That, coupled with senior leaders’ sometimes 

limited understanding of technology, can 

limit what initiatives CTOs are able to pursue. 

Datasets, for example, may not be CTOs’ favorite 

investments, but “new areas of the business are 

hungry for data and historic data.” 

“The biggest thing by far in our technology 

budget is data — and I guess one could argue 

that data shouldn’t be in the technology budget, 

but it is,” one CTO said. “Data volumes are 

absolutely exploding and you need the ability  

to process them.”

Cybersecurity

Security is a perennial concern of technology 

leaders — one that they can never fully solve for 

and one that depends on vigilance across the 

organization:  
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“Some of the biggest challenges really revolve 

around cybersecurity and ensuring that we’re 

doing everything that we possibly can to protect 

our environment, our data and just making 

sure that end users are really cooperating 

and participating in the protection of our 

information.”  

The future of CTO success:  
demonstrating value

Ultimately, the tech function is an area where 

“the business expects you to do the thinking and 

add value constantly,” in the words of one asset 

management CTO. Across both service- and 

strategy-related concerns, CTOs are expected to 

increase efficiency, lower costs and free up staff 

time to focus on higher-value activities. CTOs 

are rising to that expectation despite the many 

challenges and hard-to-prioritize tasks on their 

plates. 

As automation and transformation continue to 

take greater hold inside their firms in coming 

years, CTOs will have an opportunity to shine 

by showcasing the results of their efforts. 

Demonstrating value added and costs saved will 

make it easier for them to win more resources to 

address both structural and day-to-day challenges.
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Sign up for our Technology 
Newsletter so you don’t 
miss out on exclusive event 
invitations and future content. 

 

Get in touch with a specialist 
today to learn more about 
Bloomberg’s solutions for 
technologists.

Connect 
with Bloomberg
on technology.

https://www.bloomberg.com/professional/request-demo-enterprise/?utm_medium=dotcom&utm_campaign=RealTime&utm_source=IntDoc&utm_content=CTOReport&tactic=234710&mpam=26399
https://www.bloomberg.com/professional/technology-newsletter/?utm_medium=dotcom&utm_campaign=RealTime&utm_source=IntDoc&utm_content=CTOReport&tactic=234710&mpam=26399



