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CIO Ted Colbert is on the front lines of change at Boeing. 
He is not letting record earnings breed complacency.
BY JOE GUINTO
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oeing is flying high.
The aerospace giant delivered 763 airplanes 
in 2017—an industry record. It also reported 
record revenues and record operating ear-
nings that year. With China’s jetliner market 
seeing steady growth, demand is predicted to 
continue cruising upward in the coming years. 
Boeing aims to deliver 800 aircraft to custo-
mers in 2018, and 900 annually by 2020.

But success can breed problems. Boe-
ing has struggled to keep aircraft orders on 
schedule, as suppliers strain to deliver en-
gines and wing components. As unfinished 
planes line up outside its facilities, the Chica-
go-based company has rehired retired work-
ers to pick up the pace.  

Efforts to overcome production challenges 

N E W
F L I G H T
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go way beyond flexing its workforce, however. 
Boeing is digitizing its immensely complicat-
ed global supply chain—it has operations in 
140 countries and all 50 U.S. states—to pre-
vent kinks. And it is zeroing in on ways to use 
data to produce efficiencies on factory floors 
and give leaders better insights into how the 
century-old company can manufacture more 
planes more quickly than its competitors.

Ted Colbert is in charge of  incorporating 
new IT tools and enabling more sophisticat-
ed analyses of  data. Since he became CIO in 
2013, Boeing has re-engineered its IT pro-
cesses to support aggressive growth plans. 
The overhaul began with how the company 
uses IT in ancillary areas such as human re-
sources and has now moved into the way IT 

GAME  
CHANGERS
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is leveraged to engineer and design Boeing’s 
aircraft products. 

“Tech enablement plays a big role in our 
company’s bold vision for changing the way 
we fundamentally work,” Mr. Colbert says. 
“My role is to drive an enterprise approach to 
scaling up analytics and data conversion across 
the company for productivity and growth.”

Mr. Colbert, 44, sees his job as about more 
than just delivering new data-driven tools, 
though. If  they are a drag on productivity, then 
they do not work right. “A big part of  my job 
is making sure every employee in the compa-
ny spends more of  their time delivering value 
instead of  focusing on the tools,” he says. “Any-
time someone is trying to find data or weave to-
gether data is time spent away from delivering 
value. So, a part of  the transformation we’ve 
undertaken is to make data transparent where 
it needs to be.”

All About Efficiency 
In some ways Mr. Colbert’s entire career has 
been about creating efficiencies through tech-
nology. In the mid-1990s, when he was in col-
lege, AT&T Bell Laboratories enlisted him to 
help speed production and improve efficiency 
at a fiber-optic cable factory. He created soft-

Give Me  
a Break   
Boeing CIO Ted Colbert’s 
early-morning routine has 
one big goal: give his body 
and mind something that 
does not involve work.

Ted Colbert has a morning 
routine he rarely deviates 
from. Each day at about 4 
a.m., he gets up and begins 
an intense exercise routine. 

It might involve weight 
training or a 45-minute 
Peloton bike ride at his 
home. Or if he is in one 
of the cities he regularly 
visits on business, he might 
run outdoors. “Whatever 
city I’m in for work, I try 
to find a place to run,” he 
says. “And it’s bizarre now. 
I see familiar people out 
running—even in cities I 
don’t live in.” 

After the workout, 
Mr. Colbert sits down to 
read. Maybe a newspaper. 
Maybe trade publications. 
Maybe books, whether 
fiction or nonfiction. “I just 
want to digest something 
different before the day 
begins,” he says. 

That is the whole idea 
behind his early-morning 
routine: give his body and 
mind a break from work. 

“With professional 
athletes,” Mr. Colbert 
says, “it is obvious how 
much they perspire. But 
thinking and performing 
on the job is also a form of 
perspiration, although we 
don’t recognize it as that. If 
we don’t reset our bodies, 
our brains get fatigued and 
our clarity gets challenged. 
So it is super important to 
find a way to clear out the 
cobwebs and get clarity.”

“You have 
to teach 

everyone 
what the 

new world 
looks like. 

We’re 
getting 

much better 
about that 

as we go 
along.”

—Ted Colbert
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ware simulations of  the factory floor so it 
could model potential changes. 

“I realized then that the future was really 
around software and using it to drive efficien-
cy and transparency as well as making data 
more available to help run businesses,” Mr. 
Colbert says. 

After college, he headed to Ford Motor 
Co., working on enterprise-level IT re-en-

gineering initiatives and eventually serv-
ing as chief  of  staff  to the company’s CIO. 
From there, he moved to Citigroup, work-
ing from 2000 to 2009 mainly on enterprise 
IT architecture to boost efficiency in the 
organization. 

“I was at Ford during the rough years for 
the auto industry, and then, at Citigroup, I 
was there right in the middle of  the financial 

“A big part of my job is making sure 
every employee in the company spends 
more of their time delivering value.”
—Ted Colbert, CIO, Boeing

The ultimate proving ground 
for the power and limits of agile 
ways of working just might be 
a 102-year-old global aerospace 
manufacturing company. Embed-
ded in Boeing’s corporate DNA, 
says CIO Ted Colbert, are long 
product development cycles, 
engineering craftsmanship and a 
heavy focus on safety. Domestic 
and international aviation gov-
ernment regulations are a basic 
reality of doing business. 

“We build these big, significant, 
safe, high-quality products,” Mr. 
Colbert says. “Doing that requires 
an approach that is traditional and 
deliberate. A culture of craftsman-
ship finds its way into everything 
we do in the company. But I 
believe we can also do things that 
allow us to learn faster and deliver 
value faster.” 

In terms of rolling out tech-
nology, Mr. Colbert tries to strike 
a balance between Boeing’s 
long-standing habits—with 

well-defined stages of develop-
ment and hard deadlines—and 
some of the principles of 
modern tech—e.g., “fail fast” 
and “iterate, iterate, iterate.” 
Agile approaches that allow for 
flexible timing and products to 
be tweaked on the fly can deliver 
technology much faster than 
ever before, he says.

 “But you still have to get the 
culture ready. We’ve had early 
missteps where we’re going 
through the first minimum viable 
product, and people thought 
it was the solution. We tell 
them, ‘This is round one, guys. 
There’s round two, three and 
four coming, and this is going to 
get better and better.’ You have 
to teach everyone what the new 
world looks like. We’re getting 
much better about that as we 
go along.”

At a company whose airline 
customers are often judged 
on their on-time performance, 

moving toward flexible timelines 
and tools introduced as works 
in progress has been a major 
cultural shift. The sheer size of 
Boeing and complexity of its 
projects are also roadblocks.  
“The reality is these projects are 
hard to deliver,” he says.

Mr. Colbert has tried to 
manage the tension between 
Boeing’s culture and the agile 
mentality by developing low-risk 
“fail fast” internal IT products 
with limited scopes. He calls 
them “pathfinders.” 

“The idea of rolling out some 
kind of big enterprise systems 
scares people,” he says. “So our 
approach is to deliver incremental 
value so we can build out the 
capabilities that we’re aspiring to 
in the long run. We’ll implement 
manufacturing operations 
management in a factory, show 
the results and then show the 
plan to roll it out across the rest 
of the company. Showing our 

leaders some of the things that 
we’re aspiring to accomplish is a 
technique that has a lot of value.”

But Mr. Colbert is not 
watching this change process 
unfurl in a vacuum. He assesses 
results against what other major 
companies are doing. Even 
when Boeing has success with 
a new data analytics tool or 
data-sharing initiative, he wants 
to know if there are better ideas 
out there. 

“You can’t ever believe in 
yourself too much, because 
things keep moving around 
you,” he says. “When you learn 
something new, you’ve got to go 
test it with peers. Some days I’ll 
call one of the other Fortune 50 
CIOs and bounce something off 
of them. I text with several of 
them on a weekly basis. Staying 
connected is important. There 
are very few jobs like these in 
the world. The challenges are 
very unique.”

How Fast Can Boeing Move?
The aerospace industry is not exactly a portrait of agility. Boeing’s CIO sees opportunities to learn and deliver value 
faster—but pushing change can be tricky.
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crisis,” he says. “When you work in industries 
that are having those kinds of  challenges, you 
learn a lot about how important finding effi-
ciencies can be.”

He has found some at Boeing, where he 
arrived in 2009. For example, Mr. Colbert’s 
team analyzed work processes among me-
chanics working on the company’s 787 
Dreamliner. He found they were spending 
one-fourth of  their time scouring manuals 
to identify the parts and tools they’d need 
to perform their work maintaining the air-
craft. New tech tools were developed to au-
tomate that process, making the mechanics 
far more efficient. 

Those kinds of  productivity gains are 
the cornerstone objectives of  Boeing’s 
transformation. Mr. Colbert believes bet-

“The challenge is less about complacency 
and more about doing too much. The important 
thing we have to do now is stay focused and 
finish the efforts we’ve started.”
—Ted Colbert

ter use of  data analytics can help Boeing 
achieve the plan’s push for higher profit 
margins. 

From the beginning of  his time as CIO, he 
has tried to “democratize data” within Boeing. 

That has led to some internal pushback. 
“In addition to being a manufacturer 

of  commercial jets, we’re also a big, com-
mercial defense company,” says Mr. Col-
bert, whose office is at a Boeing facility in 
suburban Washington, D.C., just across a 
highway from the Pentagon. The defense 
sector is highly regulated, so Mr. Colbert 
proceeded carefully on that side of  the 
business. “We put in someone to lead an ef-
fort on data governance for the enterprise. 
He’s looking to put together an approach to 
managing data and data ownership that will 
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protect the data that needs protecting but 
also open the data that needs to be shared.”

Catalyzing Change
Still, Mr. Colbert believes that better analytics 
and more access to data can save the compa-
ny billions of  dollars. One early proof  of  that 
was when his IT team joined 13 data analytics 
systems into one joint Boeing AnalytX system 
that could examine, among other things, in-
ventory across the company. Not surprising-
ly, it found opportunities to dramatically im-
prove Boeing’s working capital. 

The internal reaction was not entire-
ly positive, Mr. Colbert says. Some in the 
company initially disputed the accuracy of  
the inventory assessments. But he anticipat-
ed some changes would not be immediately 

welcomed until their worth was 
proven. “Transparency of  data 
across the enterprise  is something 
that is new in a lot of  ways,” Mr. 
Colbert says. “A lot of  folks have 
worked in their roles for a long 
time, and they know how to get 
things done. But the knowledge is 
in their head. The digital world al-
lows access to that knowledge so 
you can move faster.” 

One of  Mr. Colbert’s signature 
accomplishments as CIO is a prod-
uct called the Digital Flight Deck. 
His team partnered with the leaders 
of  Boeing’s commercial airplanes 
business unit to develop a tool that 
simulates a range of  business sce-
narios. The product is credited with 
helping Boeing better price its prod-
ucts and services, adding billions to 
the bottom line.

“Our team’s job is to catalyze 
change,” Mr. Colbert says. “And 

catalyzing change within any particular busi-
ness unit or function means giving them tar-
geted tools.” 

Digital Flight Deck was developed even 
though Boeing was already selling record num-
bers of  737s and Dreamliners. This success did 
not imperil Mr. Colbert’s push for the new 
tool—to the contrary. The company’s high-fly-
ing financial performance in recent years is as 
much of  a driver as failure might be, he says.  

“It absolutely did not make anyone here com-
placent,” Mr. Colbert says. “The challenge is less 
about complacency and more about doing too 
much. The important thing we have to do now is 
stay focused and finish the efforts we’ve started. 
People here will run to do the transformational 
work. But now it is a matter of  being diligent and 
disciplined about delivery.” IQ

“You can’t ever 
believe in yourself 
too much, because 
things keep moving 
around you.”
—Ted Colbert
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