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Author's Note 
The cases presented in this document are based on real-life situations adapted and anonymized for educational purposes. 
While names and certain details have been modified to preserve confidentiality, the leadership challenges, decisions, and 
lessons reflect actual events. 

This revised casebook consolidates the prior multi-part draft into a single, tighter document. It removes repeated author 
notes, repeated executive summaries, overlapping exhibits, and duplicate discussion questions while preserving the 
business dilemma, teaching value, and board-level relevance. 

All characters are anonymous. Individuals are referred to by role, including the CIO, the CEO, the board, the CFO, 
commercial leaders, technology teams, and external providers. The purpose is not to assign blame. The purpose is to 
examine how invisible technical debt becomes enterprise risk when digital channels become core to revenue and 
operations. 

Case Structure 
Section Purpose 

Executive Summary Frames the central dilemma and the decision facing senior leadership. 

Case Narrative Follows the CIO from early signals through disruption, stabilization, governance, and board 
decision. 

Decision Point Presents the strategic alternatives available to the CEO and board. 

Exhibits Provides compact tools for diagnosing risk, funding remediation, and governing resilience. 

Teaching Note Gives learning objectives, class flow, discussion questions, and expected insights. 

Board Memo Converts the case into an executive-ready governance and investment discussion. 

 

Central Case Question 

When a digital crisis exposes hidden technical debt, should leadership treat recovery as closure, or should it use the event to 
force structural investment, governance reset, and executive accountability? 
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Executive Summary 
A diversified mobility and automotive group had become increasingly dependent on digital channels, connected platforms, 
external vendors, cloud applications, legacy systems, and payment integrations. The company appeared digitally mature: 
customers booked online, revenue flowed through web channels, payments were integrated, and data supported executive 
decision making. Beneath the surface, years of deferred modernization, fragmented ownership, weak documentation, and 
vendor concentration had created invisible technical debt. 

The crisis began with signals that were easy to interpret as isolated instability: intermittent failures, abnormal traffic, vendor 
explanations, incomplete visibility, and slow diagnosis. Those signals escalated into a disruption affecting a revenue-
critical digital channel. The incident exposed a deeper issue: the enterprise had become more digitally dependent than its 
resilience model, governance cadence, and architecture ownership could support. 

The CIO faced a leadership dilemma. He had to stabilize service quickly while avoiding the common post-crisis failure of 
declaring victory too early. He had to brief the CEO with incomplete facts, protect customer access, coordinate vendors, 
contain security exposure, and explain inherited risk without sounding defensive. The incident was not simply a technology 
outage. It was a test of executive governance. 

The case follows the CIO from the first signals through attack recognition, architecture stress, crisis command, funding 
debate, governance reset, and board decision. The final managerial question is whether the company should accept 
continued fragility, fund staged resilience, or launch an aggressive redesign of revenue-critical platforms. 

The Dilemma in One Page 

Question Why It Matters 

What really failed? The visible failure was digital instability; the underlying failure included ownership, 
resilience, vendor control, and governance. 

What should be restored first? The company had to protect the highest-value customer and revenue flows before lower-
priority work. 

How should risk be explained? The CIO had to separate known facts, unknowns, actions underway, and decisions required. 

Who owns residual risk? Technology can manage platforms, but the CEO and board own enterprise risk appetite and 
funding decisions. 

What should be funded? The company had to choose between patching, staged resilience, or broad redesign. 
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Company Background 
The company was a diversified group operating in mobility services, vehicle rental, and automotive retail. It managed 
recognizable rental brands, value-market brands, and automotive dealership operations. The group operated across 
hundreds of locations, employed thousands of people, and depended on digital systems for reservations, payments, 
branch operations, analytics, vendor integrations, and executive reporting. 

The company had the complexity of a large enterprise but many technology practices of an organization that had grown 
through urgency, local optimization, and vendor dependency. Technology supported daily operations across reservations, 
pricing, fleet availability, call center activity, dealership processes, finance, analytics, and compliance. In several channels, 
digital availability was directly tied to revenue capture. 

The CIO had been appointed to lead technology across the group. His mandate was broader than infrastructure. It included 
modernization, cybersecurity posture, data, vendor governance, application development, continuity, and executive 
alignment. The role required him to operate as both a crisis manager and a transformation leader. 

Business and Technology Context 

Dimension Case Context Management Implication 

Business model Diversified mobility and automotive group. Technology risk could affect multiple brands and revenue 
streams simultaneously. 

Scale Large workforce, broad location footprint, multiple 
operational models. 

Incidents had enterprise consequences, not local 
inconvenience. 

Digital dependency Online bookings, payments, APIs, analytics, 
support, and corporate systems. 

Digital resilience became a revenue and governance issue. 

Technology baseline Legacy systems, custom applications, vendor-
heavy architecture, and uneven documentation. 

Invisible debt reduced the ability to respond quickly under 
stress. 

CIO mandate Stabilize, modernize, protect, govern, and 
transform. 

The CIO had to balance continuity with redesign. 

 

Digital Business Context 
Digital channels were no longer peripheral. A material share of demand flowed through websites, corporate integrations, 
payment gateways, pricing tools, availability engines, and brand portals. A customer-facing failure could rapidly become 
lost conversion, operational backlog, call center pressure, executive escalation, and reputational risk. 

The organization also had a large application estate. Some systems were modern and cloud-based. Others were custom-
built, partially documented, or dependent on historical decisions that were no longer visible to current leadership. The most 
dangerous debt was not necessarily old code. It was unclear accountability: systems that everyone used, few understood 
end to end, and no one had fully redesigned for resilience. 

Business Translation 

Technical debt is not an IT backlog when it affects revenue capture, customer trust, operational continuity, cybersecurity 
exposure, or executive control. A system can appear stable until traffic, attacks, vendor behavior, or operational pressure 
reveals its fragility. 
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The Case Narrative 
The First Signals 
The first signs were ambiguous. Users reported intermittent failures. Some services behaved inconsistently. The website 
showed symptoms that could be explained by routine performance issues, vendor instability, traffic variation, or 
configuration drift. The organization initially faced ambiguity, not certainty. 

For the CIO, the first management question was not purely technical. It was whether the pattern represented a normal 
operational incident or an emerging attack against a critical revenue platform. The distinction mattered. A performance 
incident requires speed. A security event requires containment. A revenue disruption requires executive communication. 
This incident required all three. 

The infrastructure and application teams began triage. They reviewed logs, traffic behavior, service dependencies, and 
recent changes. As the volume and pattern of activity became clearer, the CIO concluded that the organization was not 
dealing with a simple outage. The digital channel was under stress from behavior that appeared coordinated and targeted. 

The Attack 
The attack was important not only because of its immediate disruption. It was important because it exposed where the 
organization was weak. The website and adjacent services were pressured in ways that revealed insufficient segmentation, 
limited observability, brittle dependencies, and an architecture that had not been designed for the companys current scale. 

The CIO faced a constrained choice. Blocking too aggressively could protect the platform but risk blocking legitimate 
customers. Keeping channels open could preserve continuity but allow the attack to continue degrading performance. The 
right answer was not simply security first or business first. The answer required scope and scaling: contain the threat at the 
narrowest effective layer while preserving the highest-value business flows. 

The attack also created a political problem. In a crisis, stakeholders often search for a single accountable owner. 
Technology was the visible failure point, but the root causes were broader: historical architecture choices, vendor 
dependencies, insufficient investment, weak documentation, and lack of formal resilience testing. The CIO had to accept 
accountability for recovery without accepting a false narrative that the crisis was caused only by current execution. 

Signal Initial Interpretation Executive Risk 

Intermittent website instability Possible platform, vendor, capacity, or 
configuration issue. 

Customer abandonment, lost reservations, and 
internal escalation. 

Unusual traffic patterns Possible automated activity, misuse, or 
coordinated attack. 

Revenue channel saturation and security 
exposure. 

Slow recovery despite fixes Architecture fragility beneath the incident. Higher probability of repeated disruption. 

Limited dependency visibility Inherited technical debt and fragmented 
ownership. 

Longer diagnosis and weaker executive 
confidence. 

Competing stakeholder updates Crisis visibility increased across the enterprise. Loss of credibility if communication became too 
technical or too vague. 
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Architecture Under Stress 
As the teams worked through the incident, the architecture showed signs of stress. Dependencies were deeper than 
expected. Some components had been built as tactical fixes and later became permanent. Monitoring did not provide a 
complete business view. Recovery procedures existed in fragments rather than as an executive-ready playbook. 

The CIO recognized a familiar pattern: systems built to solve yesterdays problem had become the foundation for todays 
revenue. What had once been acceptable as speed or pragmatism had become structural risk. The organization had 
inherited decisions whose cost was deferred, hidden, and eventually compounded. 

The crisis therefore became a test of leadership. The CIO had to keep the platform alive while redesigning parts of the 
operating model. He had to brief the CEO in business language, direct technical teams under pressure, manage external 
vendors, protect revenue, and begin building the investment case for structural remediation. 

Stress Point Operational Symptom Business Consequence 

Architecture ownership No single end-to-end owner for all dependencies. Delayed diagnosis and fragmented 
accountability. 

Monitoring Technical alerts did not fully translate into customer 
or revenue impact. 

Executives lacked a clear impact dashboard. 

Legacy decisions Temporary fixes had become permanent 
dependencies. 

Risk accumulated without board visibility. 

Vendor reliance Key knowledge and escalation leverage sat outside 
the organization. 

Reduced speed and control during recovery. 

Security controls Containment required careful tuning across layers. Risk of overblocking customers or underblocking 
the attack. 

 

Escalation to the CEO 
The CIO escalated the incident to the CEO and senior leadership. The message had to be direct: the company was not 
facing a routine IT ticket; it was facing an enterprise resilience issue affecting a revenue-critical channel. The immediate 
objective was to stabilize service. The strategic objective was to prevent recurrence by addressing the underlying debt. 

The escalation was difficult because the CIO did not yet have perfect information. In a crisis, executives want certainty, but 
premature certainty can destroy credibility. The CIO separated what was known, what was unknown, what was being done, 
and what decisions were required. This structure converted technical ambiguity into executive control. 

Executive Question CIO Response Required Decision Implication 

Is revenue at risk? Quantify customer-facing impact and booking-
channel exposure. 

Prioritize revenue flows and customer access. 

Is this a cyberattack? State evidence, uncertainty, and containment 
actions. 

Balance security response with continuity. 

When will it be fixed? Provide stabilization windows, not false precision. Align expectations and escalation cadence. 

Who is accountable? Own recovery while separating inherited root causes 
from current response. 

Protect credibility and avoid blame-driven 
decisions. 

What investment is needed? Translate remediation into risk reduction, not 
technical preference. 

Prepare board-level funding discussion. 
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From Firefighting to Recovery Governance 
The Recovery Mandate 
The CIO understood that the first objective was not elegance; it was control. The company needed to keep selling, protect 
customers, and prevent a repeat disruption. The recovery mandate therefore had three layers: stabilize the current 
environment, protect the most valuable revenue paths, and build the case for redesign. 

This required a shift in executive language. The CIO avoided describing the crisis as a server issue, a firewall issue, or a 
vendor issue. Those labels were too narrow. The more accurate framing was that a revenue-critical digital ecosystem had 
been operating with insufficient resilience for the scale and risk profile of the business. 

The CIO also had to prevent a common failure pattern: once service returns, the organization declares victory and stops 
funding the deeper work. The CIO positioned stabilization as the beginning of recovery, not the end of the incident. 

The Crisis Room 
The CIO created a tighter operating rhythm. The crisis room was not just a physical room; it was a decision system. It 
brought together infrastructure, application, security, vendor management, service desk, and business stakeholders. The 
goal was to replace fragmented activity with one recovery narrative and one prioritized action list. 

The CIO used four categories in executive updates: known facts, unknowns, actions underway, and decisions required. This 
reduced noise. It allowed the CEO and senior leaders to see progress without forcing the technical team to pretend it had 
full certainty before facts were established. 

The crisis room also created discipline around prioritization. In normal times, many initiatives could be treated as 
important. During crisis, importance was not enough. Work had to be ranked by direct impact on revenue, customer 
access, regulatory exposure, operational continuity, and containment of repeat risk. 

Crisis Operating Principles 

One owner for the recovery narrative. Separate facts from assumptions. Protect the highest-value business flows first. 
Escalate decisions, not noise. Do not let stakeholder pressure override enterprise risk without CEO-level alignment. 

Stabilization Versus Redesign 
The most difficult trade-off was timing. Stabilization work consumed the same scarce people needed to design the future 
state. If the CIO moved too quickly into redesign, he could weaken immediate recovery. If he focused only on stabilization, 
the company could lose the opportunity to correct root causes while leadership attention was high. 

The CIO separated actions into three categories. Emergency controls could be implemented immediately. Structural 
remediation required sequencing and funding. Strategic redesign required executive sponsorship, governance, and a 
business case. This separation helped leadership understand that not all technology work carried the same decision 
profile. 

Work Type Time Horizon Decision Owner Success Measure 

Emergency control Hours to days CIO and incident lead Service stability and reduced 
immediate exposure. 

Structural remediation Weeks to months CIO with CEO sponsorship Lower recurrence probability and faster 
recovery time. 

Strategic redesign Months to quarters Executive committee or board Sustained resilience, clearer 
ownership, and scalable digital growth. 
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Vendor Dependency and the Funding Debate 
The Vendor Dependency Problem 
The crisis exposed the limits of vendor-dependent architecture. External providers were necessary, but the organization 
could not allow critical operational knowledge to sit outside executive control. In normal operations, vendor dependency 
appeared efficient. Under stress, it reduced speed, leverage, and clarity. 

The CIO did not frame vendors as the enemy. The issue was not whether vendors should be used. The issue was whether 
the company had retained enough ownership of architecture, access, documentation, decision rights, and service-level 
accountability for systems that directly affected revenue. 

The vendor conversation required business discipline. The CIO needed contracts, escalation paths, response times, 
documentation obligations, and operational runbooks that matched the strategic importance of the systems. Procurement 
savings were irrelevant if the vendor model created hidden continuity risk. 

Vendor Risk Area Observed Problem Business Consequence Corrective Action 

Knowledge concentration Critical know-how sat with external 
parties or a few individuals. 

Recovery slowed when internal 
teams lacked context. 

Require documentation, handover, 
and internal architecture ownership. 

Escalation rights Crisis response depended on informal 
relationships. 

Leadership lacked predictable 
response times. 

Define executive escalation and SLA 
tiers. 

Architecture decisions Past vendor choices became 
permanent dependencies. 

The company carried design risk 
without visibility. 

Create architecture review for 
revenue-critical changes. 

Access and control Operational access was not mapped to 
business criticality. 

Containment required extra 
coordination. 

Review privileged access and break-
glass procedures. 

 

The Funding Conversation 
The funding discussion could not be presented as a technology wish list. The CIO had to connect each investment to a 
business risk. Executives did not need a lecture on architecture. They needed to understand the cost of recurrence, the 
probability of future disruption, the revenue channels exposed, and the decisions required to reduce risk. 

The CIO framed the investment as insurance against operational fragility and as an enabler of growth. The company could 
not continue scaling digital channels on infrastructure and processes designed for a smaller, less exposed organization. 
The question was not whether the company could afford remediation. The question was whether it could afford another 
crisis with the same root causes. 

The strongest argument was not fear. It was control. Funding would give the company better visibility, faster recovery, 
clearer ownership, and more predictable execution. In board terms, the investment moved technology risk from invisible 
and reactive to visible and governed. 

Board-Level Investment Logic 

The crisis proved that technical debt had moved from operational inconvenience to enterprise risk. Funding should be tied to 
measurable reductions in outage probability, recovery time, vendor dependency, and customer impact. The objective is not 
perfection; the objective is a controlled, resilient, auditable operating model for digital revenue. 
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Governance Reset and Leadership Trade-Off 
Governance Reset 
The CIO recognized that architecture alone would not solve the problem. A stronger platform without stronger governance 
would eventually accumulate new debt. The company needed clearer decision rights, formal prioritization, recurring 
resilience reviews, and a more disciplined link between business initiatives and technology capacity. 

The governance reset included three questions for any major digital initiative: What business value does it create? What 
operational risk does it introduce? Who owns the full lifecycle after launch? These questions shifted the conversation from 
project delivery to enterprise accountability. 

The CEOs role was critical. Without CEO sponsorship, every function would continue optimizing locally. With CEO 
sponsorship, technology resilience could become a business discipline rather than an IT request. The CIO could 
recommend the model, but only the executive team could make it stick. 

Governance Gap Old Pattern New Discipline Executive Owner 

Prioritization Every stakeholder escalated an 
urgent need. 

Rank work by revenue, risk, compliance, and 
strategic impact. 

CEO and executive 
committee. 

Architecture review Systems changed through local or 
tactical decisions. 

Review critical changes before permanent 
dependencies are created. 

CIO and architecture council. 

Resilience visibility Technical risk stayed inside IT until 
failure occurred. 

Quarterly resilience dashboard for executive 
review. 

CIO with CEO sponsorship. 

Lifecycle ownership Projects ended at go-live. Each system has named business and 
technology owners. 

Business owner and CIO 
jointly. 

Vendor governance Vendor management focused 
mainly on delivery and cost. 

Contracts include resilience, documentation, 
access, and escalation. 

CIO, procurement, and legal. 

 

Executive Accountability 
The incident revealed that technology accountability cannot sit only with technology. The CIO owned the response, but the 
enterprise owned the risk. Commercial priorities, funding choices, vendor contracts, project shortcuts, and historical 
underinvestment had all shaped the environment. 

The CIOs challenge was to communicate that reality without sounding defensive. He used a simple distinction: 
accountability for response belonged to the technology function; accountability for risk appetite belonged to the executive 
team. The CEO and board could decide to accept risk, reduce risk, transfer risk, or fund mitigation, but they could not leave 
it unnamed. 

This became one of the defining leadership lessons of the case. The CIOs role was not only to solve the crisis. It was to 
make the risk intelligible enough that senior leaders could govern it. 

Building a Resilience Operating System 
The CIO moved the organization away from heroic intervention toward a repeatable operating system. The new model 
included incident roles, escalation rules, application ownership, infrastructure documentation, vendor runbooks, security 
checkpoints, and executive dashboards. 

The shift was uncomfortable for parts of the organization. Some leaders preferred informal escalation because it gave them 
speed. The CIO argued that informal speed had created hidden fragility. The new model would be slower in appearance but 
faster in recovery, safer in execution, and more scalable over time. 
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Decision Point 
By the end of the recovery phase, the CIO had restored a greater degree of operational control, but the broader decision 
remained unresolved. The company could continue funding tactical improvements, or it could treat the incident as the 
triggering event for a formal resilience program. 

The CEO and leadership team had to decide how much risk they were willing to continue carrying invisibly. They also had to 
decide whether the CIO would be given the authority, funding, and governance support to redesign the foundations of digital 
revenue. 

The CIO prepared for the next executive meeting with three options. Each option had a cost, a risk profile, and an 
organizational implication. The choice would signal whether technology resilience was viewed as an expense, an insurance 
policy, or a strategic capability. 

Option Description Advantages Risks 

Option 1: Patch and monitor Fix immediate weaknesses, improve 
monitoring, and return to normal project 
execution. 

Lowest short-term cost and least 
disruption. 

Leaves root causes largely 
intact; recurrence risk 
remains high. 

Option 2: Staged resilience 
program 

Fund a 90-180 day program for critical 
dependencies, monitoring, recovery 
procedures, vendor governance, and lifecycle 
ownership. 

Balances speed, cost, and risk 
reduction. Creates board visibility 
without overloading the 
organization. 

Requires executive 
discipline and may delay 
lower-value projects. 

Option 3: Full platform 
redesign 

Launch a broader modernization program 
across revenue-critical systems and operating 
model. 

Best long-term resilience and 
scalability. 

Highest cost, strongest 
change-management 
burden, and greater 
execution risk. 

 

Recommended Decision 

Adopt Option 2: staged resilience with board visibility, explicit residual risk ownership, and a funded modernization roadmap 
focused first on revenue-critical and high-exposure systems. 

Resolution 
The board approved the first phase of the resilience program and requested quarterly updates. The decision did not solve 
every problem. It did, however, change the conversation. Technical debt was no longer discussed only as a technology 
backlog. It became a visible business risk with ownership, funding logic, and governance cadence. 

The CIO left the meeting with a mandate and a burden. The mandate gave him authority to act. The burden required him to 
deliver measurable progress without allowing the program to become another abstract transformation initiative. His 
credibility now depended on execution: fewer surprises, better visibility, stronger controls, clearer ownership, and 
disciplined communication. 

The case ends with a managerial lesson that applies beyond technology. Organizations often tolerate invisible risk because 
the cost of correction is visible while the cost of inaction is uncertain. Leadership is the act of making that uncertainty 
governable before it becomes another crisis. 
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Exhibits 
Exhibit 1 - Digital Dependency Map 

Business Capability Digital Dependency Failure Consequence 

Reservations and ecommerce Websites, APIs, payment flows, availability, pricing, and 
integrations. 

Revenue interruption, customer 
abandonment, brand damage. 

Branch operations Connectivity, rental systems, support channels, identity 
access. 

Manual workarounds, slower service, 
operational backlog. 

Finance and reporting Data pipelines, transaction records, dashboards, 
reconciliations. 

Delayed visibility, control gaps, weaker 
executive decisions. 

Customer experience Digital search, booking, confirmation, payment, and 
service communication. 

Loss of trust and lower conversion. 

 

Exhibit 2 - Incident Timeline and Decision Pressure 

Phase What Happened Decision Pressure Leadership Risk 

Early signals Intermittent instability and abnormal 
behavior appeared. 

Determine whether the issue was 
performance, vendor, security, or demand-
related. 

Underreaction could allow 
escalation; overreaction 
could disrupt customers. 

Attack recognition Traffic and platform behavior suggested 
coordinated pressure. 

Activate incident response while preserving 
business continuity. 

Security and revenue 
priorities appeared to 
conflict. 

Architecture stress Dependencies and documentation gaps 
slowed diagnosis. 

Stabilize first while identifying structural 
weaknesses. 

The outage could be misread 
as isolated IT failure. 

Executive escalation CEO and senior leaders required clear 
status and options. 

Translate uncertainty into decisions, timing, 
and risk trade-offs. 

Loss of credibility if updates 
were too technical or too 
vague. 

Post-stabilization Service improved, but root causes 
remained unresolved. 

Decide whether to fund structural 
remediation. 

Failure to invest would 
normalize crisis-driven 
technology management. 

 

Exhibit 3 - Technical Debt Portfolio 

Debt Category How It Stayed Invisible How It Became Visible Executive Lesson 

Architecture debt Systems worked under normal load and 
were accepted as stable. 

Stress revealed fragile dependencies 
and limited resilience. 

Stable is not the same as resilient. 

Documentation debt Knowledge lived in individuals, vendors, 
and historical decisions. 

Teams reconstructed dependencies 
during crisis. 

Undocumented systems increase 
recovery time. 

Governance debt Ownership, change control, and 
escalation paths were informal. 

Decision rights became unclear under 
pressure. 

Governance gaps become crisis 
accelerators. 

Vendor debt External parties held critical knowledge 
or operational leverage. 

Recovery depended on parties outside 
direct control. 

Strategic systems require 
strategic vendor controls. 

Security debt Controls were adequate for routine 
operations but not targeted pressure. 

Containment choices affected revenue 
and customer access. 

Security must be designed with 
business continuity, not against it. 
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Exhibit 4 - First 72 Hours: Executive Decision Log 

Decision Option A Option B Recommended Principle 

Customer access Aggressively block suspicious 
activity. 

Keep channel open with narrower 
controls. 

Preserve legitimate revenue while 
containing attack surface. 

Communication Wait for complete root cause. Brief executives with 
known/unknown/next steps. 

Do not trade speed for false 
certainty. 

Recovery focus Fix every dependency immediately. Restore highest-value flows first. Prioritize revenue, finance, and 
customer-facing services. 

Accountability Frame as inherited technical debt 
only. 

Own recovery and explain structural 
causes factually. 

Separate accountability for 
response from root-cause history. 

Investment posture Return to normal after stabilization. Use the crisis to justify structural 
remediation. 

Convert incident cost into 
resilience investment logic. 

 

Exhibit 5 - Resilience Roadmap 

Time Horizon Action Business Outcome Evidence for CEO/Board 

0-30 days Incident command model, critical dependency 
map, vendor access review, emergency 
monitoring. 

Restores executive control over 
crisis response. 

Daily/weekly status, top 
dependency map, named 
owners. 

30-90 days Architecture hardening, customer-impact 
dashboard, recovery procedures, change control. 

Reduces probability of repeated 
disruption. 

Recovery test results, SLA 
dashboard, change approval 
evidence. 

90-180 days Strategic redesign of revenue-critical platforms 
and vendor model. 

Moves from reactive fixes to 
resilient operating model. 

Roadmap, investment case, risk 
heatmap, milestones. 

180+ days Quarterly digital resilience review with CEO/board 
visibility. 

Institutionalizes governance 
beyond the crisis. 

Quarterly resilience scorecard 
and independent validation. 

 

Exhibit 6 - Board Dashboard Prototype 

Metric Definition Target Direction Board Question 

Critical platform coverage Revenue-critical systems with owner, 
runbook, and dependency map. 

Increase Which platforms still lack clear ownership 
and recovery logic? 

Mean time to detect Time from incident start to formal detection. Decrease Are we seeing problems earlier? 

Mean time to recover Time from detection to restored business 
service. 

Decrease Can the company recover within business 
tolerance? 

High-risk exceptions Approved deviations from security, 
architecture, or resilience standards. 

Decrease Who approved the exception and when 
does it expire? 

Vendor response compliance Critical incidents meeting vendor SLA and 
escalation requirements. 

Increase Where are we overdependent or 
underprotected? 
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Exhibit 7 - Accountability Model 

Role Accountability 

CEO Set enterprise priority, resolve trade-offs, and ensure technology risk is owned as business risk. 

CIO Diagnose exposure, lead response, propose roadmap, execute remediation, and report residual risk 
clearly. 

CFO Evaluate funding logic, cost of delay, and staged investment discipline. 

Business leaders Own operational impact, support process changes, and accept or reject risk with transparency. 

Board Approve risk appetite, require visibility, challenge assumptions, and monitor resilience progress. 

 

Exhibit 8 - Governance Cadence 

Cadence Participants Primary Question Output 

Daily during incident CIO, incident leads, core owners, vendor 
contacts. 

What changed, what is blocked, what 
decision is required? 

Action log and escalation 
decisions. 

Weekly remediation Technology, business owners, PMO, 
finance as needed. 

Are risk reduction milestones moving? Milestone status and 
blockers. 

Monthly executive review CEO, CIO, finance, commercial, 
operations, risk/security. 

Are priorities, funding, and trade-offs 
aligned? 

Executive decisions and 
priority changes. 

Quarterly board update CEO, CIO, board or committee. Is enterprise resilience improving 
measurably? 

Risk dashboard and 
investment governance. 

 

Exhibit 9 - Discussion Map 

Theme Core Question Likely Tension 

Diagnosis Was this primarily an attack, technical debt, vendor 
issue, or governance failure? 

Participants may stop too early at the visible technical 
symptom. 

Communication How should the CIO communicate uncertainty 
without losing credibility? 

Executives want certainty; the CIO must avoid false precision. 

Funding Should the company fund remediation after service 
is restored? 

Restoration creates pressure to stop spending. 

Ownership Who owns residual risk if investment is delayed? IT manages platforms; executives own risk appetite. 

Pace How fast should the CIO push change after the 
crisis? 

Move too slowly and urgency fades; move too fast and 
credibility erodes. 
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Teaching Note 
Learning Objectives 
1.   Diagnose technical debt as business risk rather than a purely technical problem. 
2.   Evaluate CIO leadership during crisis ambiguity, incomplete information, and executive pressure. 
3.   Distinguish operational recovery from enterprise resilience. 
4.   Translate architecture fragility into revenue exposure, governance implications, and investment logic. 
5.   Define the roles of the CEO, CFO, CIO, business leaders, vendors, and board in technology risk ownership. 

Recommended Class Flow 

Time Segment Purpose 

0-15 min Opening poll: IT issue or enterprise issue? Surface assumptions and define ownership. 

15-35 min Incident diagnosis Separate symptoms, root causes, and structural contributors. 

35-60 min Crisis leadership Evaluate communication, escalation, and decision cadence. 

60-85 min Investment debate Compare patching, staged resilience, and aggressive redesign. 

85-110 min Board governance Define what the board should require and monitor. 

110-120 min Closing lessons Translate lessons into participants own organizations. 

 

Discussion Questions 
1.   What were the earliest signals that the organization was carrying more risk than it understood? 
2.   At what point should the CIO escalate technical debt to the CEO or board? 
3.   What did the crisis reveal about governance, not just systems? 
4.   How should the CIO communicate uncertainty without losing credibility? 
5.   Who owns the residual risk if the board declines or delays investment? 
6.   What metrics would prove that resilience has improved after funding is approved? 
7.   Should the CIO recommend patching, staged resilience, or aggressive redesign? 

Key Insights 
 Technical debt can determine the companys ability to generate revenue under stress, even if it never appears directly on the 

balance sheet. 
 Service recovery can create false confidence if leaders mistake restoration for resilience. 
 The CIOs highest-value role in crisis is translation: connecting technical facts to executive decisions. 
 Governance must define who accepts risk, who funds mitigation, and who monitors residual exposure. 

Frameworks Used 
 Risk appetite and residual risk: clarify which risks should be reduced, transferred, accepted, or escalated. 
 Value at stake: translate technology fragility into revenue, customer, operational, and brand exposure. 
 Crisis command rhythm: define decision cadence, communication routines, owner assignment, and escalation thresholds. 
 Staged transformation roadmap: sequence remediation to reduce risk without overloading the organization. 
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Board Preparation Memo 
The board should not ask whether the system is back online as the primary question. The board should ask what the 
organization learned, what exposure remains, what investment is required, and who owns the decision if risk is accepted. 
The crisis created a rare moment of clarity. The worst outcome would be to let restored service erase the lesson. 

Recommended Board Actions 
1.   Approve a staged resilience program focused first on revenue-critical and high-exposure platforms. 
2.   Require a quarterly digital resilience dashboard with business-facing metrics. 
3.   Assign executive ownership for residual risk and exceptions. 
4.   Review vendor concentration, exit paths, documentation obligations, and service commitments. 
5.   Link technology modernization funding to enterprise risk reduction and operational continuity. 

Board-Level Message Architecture 

Message Block Board-Level Language Purpose 

What happened A critical digital channel experienced disruption that exposed structural fragility. Avoid narrow technical framing. 

Why it matters The affected capabilities support revenue, customer experience, and 
operational continuity. 

Connect to enterprise value. 

What was done Immediate controls restored service and reduced near-term exposure. Show control and credibility. 

What remains Root causes require funding, governance, and ownership beyond incident 
response. 

Prevent false closure. 

Decision required Approve a staged resilience program with named owners and measurable 
milestones. 

Convert concern into action. 

 

Publication-Ready Abstract 
This case examines how a diversified mobility and automotive group responded to a major digital disruption that exposed 
years of invisible technical debt. The CIO must stabilize operations while persuading senior leadership that the incident is 
not merely a technical failure but evidence of accumulated enterprise risk. The case challenges participants to evaluate 
crisis leadership, governance accountability, vendor dependency, investment timing, and the boards role in digital 
resilience. It is designed for MBA, executive education, and board-level discussion. 

One-Page Executive Takeaways 

Takeaway Executive Meaning 

Invisible technical debt has real business 
cost. 

It can interrupt revenue, damage trust, weaken control, and reduce strategic agility. 

Recovery is not resilience. Systems can be restored while the business remains structurally exposed. 

CIO leadership is translation. The CIO must convert complexity into choices executives can act on. 

Governance is the control system. Without decision rights, dashboards, and ownership, risk returns to invisibility. 

Boards must ask better questions. The right focus is dependency, exposure, options, accountability, and residual risk. 
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Closing Reflection 
The case ends with a clear management reality: no executive team can eliminate all technology risk, but every executive 
team chooses how much risk it carries, how visible that risk is, and how honestly it communicates the cost of delay. The 
CIO can lead the diagnosis and the transformation, but accountability for enterprise resilience cannot sit only in IT. 

Final Principle 

A company that depends on digital systems for revenue must govern digital resilience with the same seriousness it applies to 
capital, liquidity, safety, and brand risk. 

 


