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INTRODUCTION

Boards of directors are ultimately 
accountable for strategic decision-making 
and control in organizations. Financial and 
legal matters dominate the agendas of 
board meetings, which is often reflected 
in board composition. But what about 
IT-related matters? This is a prominent 
question in an era where IT is a crucial 
contributing factor to the competitiveness 
of many organizations. Indeed, more and 
more organizations are very dependent on 
IT for the creation of their business value. 
Digital disruption is all around us, and a 
vast number of organizations around the 
globe is actively thinking about digital 
transformation. Yet empirical evidence 
seems to indicate that boards of directors 
are not as involved in IT-related strategic 
decision-making and control, often referred 
to as IT governance, as they should be.

In our research, we have observed that 
board members often recognize the 
need for more board level engagement 
in digital strategy and oversight, to make 
sure that their organization can foster the 
full potential of digital transformation. 
However, we have also seen that many 

board members are seeking guidance and 
advise on how to realize this type of board-
level engagement. To inspire these board 
members, we have examined organizations 
that established certain governance 
mechanisms to (partly) tackle this challenge. 
As such, board members can learn from 
their peers and translate best practices of 
other organizations to their own context and 
environment.

This research is part of an extensive research 
program installed by the University of 
Antwerp - Antwerp Management School, 
CEGEKA, KPMG Belgium and Samsung 
Belgium on the role of the board in IT 
governance. The premise of this research 
program is that boards need to extend 
their governance accountability, from often 
a mono-focus on finance and legal as 
proxy to corporate governance, to include 
technology and provide digital leadership 
and organizational capabilities to ensure 
that the enterprise’s IT sustains and extends 
the enterprise’s strategies and objectives. 
You can read the results of our research 
at www.antwerpmanagementschool.be/
boarditgovernance

This research is part of a co-created 
research project installed by KPMG 
Belgium, CEGEKA Belgium, Samsung 
Belgium, together with the Antwerp 
Management School and the University 
of Antwerp. The leadership role of 
the industry partners in supporting 
this research is focused at better 
understanding the crucial accountability 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

of the board in governing the digital 
assets and to provide solutions and tools 
for these board member to take up their 
accountability.

We also want to express our gratitude 
towards the board members we interviewed 
to review and give feedback on our 
conclusions and recommendations.



THE CASE OF 
AGFA-GEVAERT
Agfa-Gevaert develops, produces and distributes a range of analog and digital imaging 
systems and IT solutions. Their main focus is on the printing industry and the healthcare 
sector, but they also develop specific industrial applications. Interestingly, Agfa-Gevaert is 
not only a product manufacturer, but also delivers services to its customers. The organization 
consists of three business groups: Agfa Specialty Products, Agfa HealthCare and Agfa 
Graphics. With a history dating back to 1867, the company has 150 years of experience. Agfa-
Gevaert is active all over the world, employing 10,195 FTE’s, but its headquarters are based in 
Belgium.
 
Agfa ICS is the provider of IT solutions and services for the information, communication 
and digital business innovation needs within the entire organization. Agfa ICS employs 300 
internal professionals, has outsourced activities to 120 external professionals and operates 
from the Agfa-Gevaert headquarters in Belgium.

Agfa-Gevaert has a unitary board. This means that both executive, in this case the CEO, and 
non-executive directors are included in this board. That is, the board consists of a chairman, 
5 directors (including 4 independent directors) and the CEO. The CEO is responsible for 
the daily management of the organization and is assisted by the executive committee. 
Together they form the executive management. The executive management consists of the 
CEO, the Chief Financial Officer (CFO) and the president of each of the 3 business groups: 
Agfa Specialty Products, Agfa HealthCare and Agfa Graphics. Agfa-Gevaert created these 
operationally rather independent business groups in 2006 to facilitate the flexibility of these 3 
quite differing businesses.

Figure 1:
Agfa-Gevaert 
Organization



METHODOLOGY

The goal of this research briefing is to 
enable board members to learn how 
to increase their involvement in IT 
governance from their peers. As such, 
this case study contributes to answering 
the broader research question “How can 
boards of directors operationalize their 
role in digital strategy and oversight ?”.
 
From a purposive sampling strategy, an 
organization was selected that initiated 
several initiatives to increase the level of 
board involvement in IT governance, i.e. 
Agfa Gevaert.

The research is based on the definition 
of IT governance by De Haes and Van 
Grembergen (2015) who state that 
“IT governance is an integral part of 
corporate governance exercised by 
the board and addresses the definition 
and implementation of processes, 
structures and relational mechanisms 
in the organization that enable both 
business and IT people to execute their 
responsibilities in support of business/
IT alignment and the creation of 
business value from IT-enabled business 
investments”. In this paper, we build on 
the notion that IT governance can be 

deployed using processes, structures 
and relational mechanisms.

Enterprise governance of IT structures 
include organizational units and roles 
responsible for making IT decisions and 
for enabling contacts between business 
and IT management decision-making 
functions (e.g. IT steering committee). 
This can be seen as a kind of blueprint 
of how the governance framework will 
be structurally organized. Enterprise 
governance of IT processes refer to the 
formalization and institutionalization 
of strategic IT decision making and 
IT monitoring procedures, to ensure 
that daily behaviors are consistent 
with policies and provide input back to 
decisions (e.g. portfolio management). 
Finally, the relational mechanisms 
are about the active participation of, 
and collaborative relationship among, 
corporate executives, IT management, 
and business management and include 
job-rotation, announcements, advocates, 
channels and education efforts. Some 
examples of these structures, processes 
and relational mechanisms are provided 
in Figure 2.

Figure 2:
Structures, processes and 
relational mechanisms for 

IT governance



Relational mechanisms are often 
informal and less structured (Van 
Grembergen & De Haes, 2009), which 
makes it more difficult to understand 
their use and value. Moreover, as 
opposed to IT governance structures 
and processes, little research has been 
attributed to this type of mechanisms 
(Van Grembergen & De Haes, 2009). 
As the case company exhibits some 
clear examples of relational mechanisms 
to ensure board involvement in digital 
strategy and oversight, we mainly 
focus on these types of practices. As 
such, this case study contributes clear 
and practical examples to the rather 
fuzzy topic of IT governance relational 
mechanisms.

Also, the case analysis and description 
are scoped down towards only 
addressing the governance practices 
at strategic board level. Practices 
at the tactical and operational level 
were present in this case but are not 
described in this manuscript. 
Data was gathered from different 
sources, including interviews and 
documentation. The following 
stakeholders were interviewed using a 
semi-structured interview protocol: an 
independent board member, the CEO, 
the CFO and one of the presidents 
of the business groups. In addition, 
documents like the annual report and 
the corporate governance charter were 
examined.



The lack of IT expertise in the board is 
mentioned by numerous authors as an 
inhibitor of board level IT governance 
(Nolan & McFarlan, 2005; Turel & Bart, 
2014; Valentine & Stewart, 2015). Indeed, 
it is the responsibility of the board to 
determine whether management has 
put procedures in place and whether 
these procedures are appropriate (Trites, 
2004). In order for board members to 
adequately evaluate management’s 
actions, they need to possess the right 
competencies (Trites, 2004; Valentine & 
Stewart, 2015). 

However, research shows a lack of 
IT expertise in many boardrooms. 
Valentine and Stewart (2013a) found 
that only 36.47% of the organizations 
in their sample had one or more board 
members with board level IT governance 
knowledge, skills and experience. 
Another study points out that IT 
experience is not a competency that is 
sought for when attracting new board 
members. 63% of the organizations 
participating in this study do not 
consider IT experience as a requirement 
to join the board of directors (Andriole, 
2009). However, the majority of board 
members acknowledges the importance 
of including directors with IT governance 
knowledge, skills and experience in the 
board (Valentine & Stewart, 2013a). This 
seems to indicate that there is a lack of 
understanding of how to increase the 
IT competency level or what these IT 
competencies should consist of.

The reluctance of boards to include 
IT governance competencies in the 
boardroom might be there because of 
confusion on the term “IT governance” 
(Valentine & Stewart, 2013a). Many 
board members do not consider IT 
governance to be a responsibility of 
the board, but rather a topic associated 
to and within the IT department 
(Butler & Butler, 2010; De Haes & Van 
Grembergen, 2015; Parent & Reich, 
2009). However the responsibility 

of the board concerning IT-related 
matters differs significantly from that 
of IT management. That is, the board 
should consider IT from a perspective 
of strategy and control rather than from 
a technical and operational point of 
view. Accordingly, board members’ IT 
expertise or experience does not have to 
be of an extremely technical nature, but 
should entail strategic, integrative and 
aligning aspects.

Contrary to many organizations, the level 
of IT expertise is quite high at the board 
of Agfa-Gevaert. However, this does not 
mean that every board member holds 
a technical diploma or a CIO position 
in another firm, as is not necessary 
according to academic literature. There 
are two ways in which Agfa’s board 
members built their IT expertise.
 
First, there are two board members 
with an IT-related educational and 
professional background. One of them 
holds a master of sciences in electronic 
engineering and computer sciences. On 
top of that, he founded an organization 
that provides software in the field of 
online banking and regulatory financial 
reporting and is chairman and Chief 
Executive Officer (CEO) of another 
e-finance company. As such, he has 
profound IT knowledge. Another board 
member graduated as an engineer 
specializing in electro technology and 
mechanics and obtained a PhD in 
electronics. He was also chairman of 
a technology advisory group for the 
European Commission and member of 
the executive board, COO and advisor to 
the Chairman of the board of directors 
of a global telecommunication company.

Second, several members of the board 
of Agfa Gevaert possess a certain 
level IT expertise, not because of their 
educational background, but because 
they were involved in large IT projects 
or active in an industry that is highly 
dependent on IT. A good example is 

MAKING THE BOARD MORE IT SAVVY
IT EXPERTISE IN THE BOARDROOM



the CEO of Agfa-Gevaert. He worked in 
a global telecommunication company 
from 1978 until he joined Agfa Gevaert 
in 2008, where he was also involved 
in a merger, which required him to 
dig deep into the processes and IT 
systems of both organizations. One 
other board member worked in this 
telecommunication company as well. 
Another board member was CEO of a 
large banking and insurance company. 
It needs no explanation that IT is crucial 
for a company in this sector. Hence, as 
the telecommunications and banking 
industries rely heavily on IT, these 
directors are familiar with IT-related 
decision making.
 
Another board member that quite 
recently joined the board of Agfa-
Gevaert, in 2015, acquired IT experience 
in a different manner. That is, from 
2004 until 2010 she was member 
of the European Commission with 
responsibility for information society 
and media. During that time, she was 
involved in different IT-related projects. 
One of these projects was the launch 
of the i2010-initiative, which entailed 

a five-year strategy to boost the ICT 
competitiveness of Europe. She also 
initiated the “eGovernment action plan” 
to stimulate the digitalization of public 
administrations. This is exactly the kind 
of IT-related strategic decision making a 
board needs.

In conclusion, 6 of the 7 members of 
the board of Agfa-Gevaert have some 
kind of IT expertise, some with a more 
technical focus, some with a business 
focus. The CEO pointed out that this 
high level of IT expertise is an enabler 
of board level IT governance at this 
organization. Whenever an IT topic is 
raised during a board meeting, there is 
a certain level of understanding among 
the board members.

The example of Agfa-Gevaert shows us 
that in order to increase the level of IT 
expertise in the boardroom, one does 
not only have to rely on directors with 
an IT-related educational background. 
Directors used to IT-related decision 
making and control from a business 
perspective are strong contributors in 
making the board more IT savvy as well.



MODUS VIVENDI BETWEEN EXECUTIVE 
MANAGEMENT AND BOARD OF DIRECTORS
From an agency theory perspective, the 
board has the responsibility to watch 
over the executive management. This 
responsibility is twofold, the board 
has a monitoring and an advising role. 
On the one hand, the board has to 
monitor management’s actions. On 
the other hand, they should support 
its top management by advising them 
and providing them with the resources 
they need. The way in which the 
board executes these responsibilities 
can influence the understanding and 
execution by the executive management 
of the board’s demands. Therefore, it 
can influence board level IT governance 
effectiveness. Indeed, research 
points out that a strong focus on the 
monitoring task suppresses the positive 
effect of board level IT governance 
on the financial performance of the 
organization. Nevertheless, it can be 
challenging to find the right balance 
between this monitoring and advising 
role. (Turel, Liu, & Bart, 2017) 

At Agfa-Gevaert, all the entities at the 
top level of the organization – the board, 
the CEO and the executive committee 
– cooperate with a great amount of 

trust and transparency. For instance, 
with regard to IT projects, the CEO 
has full delegation of authority for IT 
projects requiring an investment of up 
to 10 million euros. Only investments 
above 10 million euros should be 
formally approved by the board. But 
transparency can also be found the 
other way around, as the CEO values 
a transparent relationship between the 
board and the rest of the organization. 
For instance, there were certain 
occasions when the CEO encouraged 
meetings between business group 
presidents and board members in 
preparation of board meetings, so that 
they could discuss the matters at hand 
face to face.
 
The CEO points out that this culture 
of trust is one of the strengths of the 
organization, as it facilitates prompt 
decision making. However, he also 
acknowledges that management could 
be challenged a bit more often. For 
instance, the board did not deeply 
challenge the decision to maintain a 
different ERP-system for each business 
group. That is, the three business groups 
each use the ERP-system that is most 
suited for its type of business, resulting 
in three different ERP-systems within 
the organization. When Agfa-Gevaert 
was still considering to split up into three 
separate organizations, this decision 
clearly made sense. When it was then 
decided not to go through with the 
split, it was also decided not to merge 
to one ERP-system. The CEO states 
that at that time, taking everything into 
consideration, this was probably a good 
decision. 



REPORTING LINE BETWEEN CIO EN CEO

The composition of the executive 
management and its relationship 
with the CIO can also influence the 
board of directors’ involvement in 
IT governance. Some argue the CIO 
should report to the CEO (Valentine & 
Stewart, 2013b). Indeed, this reporting 
relationship structure is implemented 
most frequently. In his research, 
Andriole (2009) found that 49% of the 
organizations in his sample implemented 
a structure where the CIO reports to 
the CEO. However, there are still many 
CIOs reporting to the CFO or COO, 
respectively 23.5% and 13.7%. These 
reporting structures might influence the 
information that reaches the board. The 
KPI’s of CFOs and COOs focus more 
on operational and financial matters as 
opposed to strategic ones, which might 
cause them to consider IT as a cost 
instead of a strategic asset, influencing 
their communication about IT to the 
board (Valentine & Stewart, 2013b). 
Hence, when the CIO reports to the CEO, 

the CEO might raise the topic of IT in the 
boardroom more often and approach it 
from a strategic perspective.

The CIO at Agfa-Gevaert reports to the 
CEO, which is, according to academic 
literature, beneficial for the consideration 
of IT as a strategic asset by the board. 
Actually, the CIO and CEO have a rather 
close working relationship. First of all, 
the CIO is invited to attend part of 
almost every executive management 
meeting (held monthly), which gives 
them a chance to discuss the IT strategy, 
projects and budgets. On top of that, the 
CIO and CEO have bi-weekly, sometimes 
monthly, face to face meetings to 
track the IT business. A similar one-
to-one meeting occurs nearly every 
month between the CIO and CFO and 
between the CIO and the business group 
presidents. As such, the CIO has a close 
working relationship with the entire 
executive management.



CONCLUSION AND KEY TAKEAWAYS

The goal of this case study was to 
contribute to answering the research 
question “How can boards of 
directors operationalize their role in 
digital strategy and oversight?”. A 
description of the relational mechanisms 
implemented by a specific organization 
that facilitate the involvement of the 
board of directors in IT governance was 
provided.

A first strength of the board of Agfa-
Gevaert is its IT expertise. Not only does 
the board include two members with a 
technical educational background, but 
the majority of board members also 
acquired a certain level of IT expertise, 
working in IT intensive industries or 
being involved in IT-related projects. 
Also interesting about the case of Agfa-
Gevaert is its strong culture of trust 
at the top level of the organization. 
The board, the CEO and the executive 
committee show a high level of trust, 

enabling prompt decision making and a 
very open and transparent relationship. 
Lastly, the CIO reporting line is in 
accordance with what is recommended 
in academic literature. The CIO reports 
to the CEO, with whom she has a close 
relationship.
 
The case of Agfa-Gevaert shows us 
that even with a board of directors that 
might be a bit more separated from the 
daily management of the organization, 
the IT topic can be brought closer to this 
level of the organization, using the right 
IT governance mechanisms. The board 
of Agfa-Gevaert has established the 
necessary foundations and is now ready 
to take the next step towards increasing 
board involvement in IT governance by 
reinforcing its processes and structures. 
This might enable them to carry out 
their monitoring responsibilities more 
thoroughly and by doing so challenge 
the executive management more often.
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