
Aotearoa’s digital  
priorities in 2021
New Zealand’s digital leaders share their priorities  
and concerns for the year ahead.



COVID-19 has changed the game for organisations 
around Aotearoa. Digital acceleration has leapfrogged 
forward, and businesses are grappling with how to best 
deploy their resources to respond. Working remotely is 
now the new normal, with many businesses deploying 
new technology and productivity tools, but this has 
added complexity and cyber security risks. Digital skills 
and data analysis are coming further into focus, as is  
the need for digital inclusion both across workplaces  
and among the general population. 

2020 was like no other year in our 35 year history. No 
one at the beginning of last year could have foreseen 
the disruptive impact that the global pandemic would 
have on all aspects of life, and in particular on our use of 
digital services. It’s clear through the discussions we had 
with the leaders that we interviewed for this report, that 
this increase sense of accelerated digitisation and its 
impact on the way we work and operate businesses will 
not go away any time soon. 

We know that last year also reminded us that the 
world of the digital economy is becoming increasingly 

New Zealand Tech Leaders have both a responsibility 
and a huge opportunity to make a positive difference 
for New Zealand through technology. In our 2020 
manifesto we called out five key technology challenges: 
ensuring trust in our data, growing economic 
productivity, redefining our workplace, upskilling our 
nation and enabling access to the best talent. Since 
delivering this manifesto much about life has changed 
for good – from how we live, to how we interact, how 
we work and how we sustain business momentum. 
While the manifesto focus remains valid, the pace and 
urgency with which we move to support all  

New Zealanders need for fast data, mobility, flexibility  
and digital services is clear. This involves fast tracking 
modernisation, investing in security and using 
technology in new and creative ways to support a new 
way of life. There is no precedent that had the level 
of technology that is available to us today and from 
recent adversity comes opportunity to build an even 
stronger and more enduring digital nation.

Sonya Crosby
Chief Data Officer, Westpac
Deputy Chair, TechLeaders Executive

complex. We undertook this report with the TechLeaders 
Executive supported by Vodafone because we wanted  
to hear the voices of New Zealand digital leaders in a 
simple to understand way so that you and we would hear 
what they saw as the priorities in the next 12 months.  
As you read this report the issues raised may not surprise 
you, but we hope you are inspired to play your part in 
helping ensure all of us in Aotearoa New Zealand can 
make the most of the digitally connected world.

Tristan Ilich
Chair 

For New Zealand to thrive in 2021 and beyond, we need 
our leaders to be focusing on digital transformation 
in all sectors of society. It’s both an opportunity and a 
challenge, but one that digital leaders need to embrace 
and drive within their organisations. Together we 
can create a better connected, and more successful, 
Aotearoa.

Andrew Haddad 
CIO, Vodafone NZ
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The challenge of a post COVID world

The global COVID-19 pandemic created a series 
of unexpected and unprecedented events for 
businesses throughout 2020. From the initial 
COVID-19 safety guidelines through to the border 
restrictions and nation-wide lockdown, businesses 
had to think on their feet and act quickly to make 
10-year plans happen, in some cases, within days. 
Gartner suggests the credibility gained from their 
COVID-19 response gives CIOs an opportunity 
to lead the next challenge: digital business 
acceleration (Gartner, 2021, p.2). 

But we already saw this acceleration during 
the first New Zealand nation-wide lockdown. 
Entire businesses were moved online, staff were 
equipped and enabled to work from home, 
doctors consulted patients via teleconferencing 
software. 

While for some businesses this was as simple as 
lift and shift, other CIOs, CTOs, and CDOs had 
to work out how to shift entire call centres and 
workforces from desktops and legacy systems to a 
remote working environment.

Microsoft’s Satya Nadella mused in a 2020 
Microsoft 365 Blog Post, “We’ve seen two years of 
digital transformation in two months.”

Leaders and teams also learned how to navigate 
and collaborate in a remote working environment. 
Rather than spending years working on business 
cases they had just days to make it happen. 

“Given this deluge of risks, and shaken by the 
colossal ongoing ramifications of COVID-19…
(t)he term “resilience” was mentioned a record 
number of times on earnings calls last year as 
execs discussed and responded to the pandemic… 
trends like “digital transformation“ and “onshoring” 
- often seen as ways to help counter volatility - 
have taken on a new urgency” (CB Insights, p.6)

The challenge for businesses and leaders 
now is to continue the momentum of this 
digital transformation and change that 
has taken place. TUANZ has stated the aim 
of getting NZ into the top 10 digital ready 
countries based on the network readiness 
index released by the Portulans Institute 
(https://networkreadinessindex.org/)  
but we aren’t there yet.

In the most recent report, New Zealand has 
moved up on the network readiness index 
and currently rank higher than the income 
group average but despite “two years of 
digital transformation in two months” we 
are still only ranked 16th. This measure 
is made up of four pillars - Technology, 
People, Governance and Impact.
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Where are we doing well?

In this network readiness measure, New Zealand 
ranks well in terms of non-technical issues such 
as ease of doing business, e-commerce and 
e-participation, and access to things such as fixed 
broadband but are ranked 20th in the technology 
pillar where we do well in terms of access and 
content (16th and 12th). 

However, it is in the sub pillar titled Future 
Technologies where we do poorly, currently ranking 
29th. (Portulans Institute, p154)

Where are we not doing so well? 

We aren’t ahead of the average and certainly not 
leading the adoption of new technologies. Despite 
the digital transformation and acceleration that 
we saw during lockdown, it seems we may have 
been largely ‘catching up’ – we still have a long 
way to go in some sectors when it comes to 
adopting new technologies. 

Future 
Technologies  

Sub Pillar

Adoption of emerging 
technologies

18th
Investment in emerging 

technologies

19th

ICT PCT patent  
application

26th
Computer software 

spending

55th
Robot  

density

29th

“When it comes to adoption 
of sort of mass market 
technology, I think we’re 
relatively high; we’ve been lead 
adopters with Eftpos, banking, 
and mobile technology. We’re 
also seen as a really good 
test market by a number of 
companies.” 
– Tony Baird, Vodafone

Our own survey results give us a sense of concern. 
We asked the digital leaders, “On a scale of 1-10, 
how advanced do you think New Zealand is when 
it comes to adoption of new technology? Where 1 
is lagging globally and 10 is leading globally.” 
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We also asked each leader what consumer-facing 
technology trends they thought would take off this 
year. This was so we could get a sense of where 
companies see their future - there wasn’t a lot of 
forward thinking - most seem to be focused on 
what they can see now rather than what is coming.

The answers we received were both varied and 
broad with no clear agreement or consensus 
across the interviews. Many of the consumer-
facing technology trends identified to be likely to 
take off have been accelerated by COVID-19 and 
the rapid change in how we work, how we interact 
with the physical world, and how we expect to be 
able to interact with other organisations.

How advanced is New Zealand’s 
adoption of technology?

N
um

b
er

 o
f v

ot
es

Scale: 1 = Lagging, 10 = Leading

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1 1

4

8 8

6

The mean of responses is 6.6 with the median 
number at 7. This reflects the leaders’ perception 
that New Zealand has some “pockets of success”; 
industries or areas where we are leading, but in 
the interviews, we heard that other areas that are 
slower to adopt, particularly the public sector, are 
holding us back. 

Pat O’Connell from the Rank Group put it this way 
“We’re not at the forefront but we’re probably 
more to the forefront than lagging.”

“Being brutally honest,  
I think we are really good at 
cherry-picking shiny bits … 
I don’t think we’re good at 
fundamental core change 
that has a massive impact on 
established businesses.” 
— Sonya Crosby, Westpac

“COVID helped accelerate 
the adoption of tech but 
otherwise transformation in 
normal steady state remains 
challenging for many who are 
change averse. If it wasn’t for 
COVID, we probably wouldn’t 
have zoom calls today.” 
– Cobus Nel, Transpower
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From our interviews we found that in 2021 these are 
the priorities that our leaders were focused on:

Future of work – COVID-19 has forced 
organisations into a new way of working. Now 
we need digital technologies to help enable 
organisations to combine the benefits of working 
together in-person with the benefits of working 
from home. This requires a cultural shift too, 
working alongside other functions to ensure 
productivity doesn’t drop. 

Supporting digitalisation – Many organisations 
have prioritised addressing the technical debt 
of intergenerational platforms or legacy systems 
and unplanned cloud migrations. Migrating to 
the cloud, updating basic IT infrastructure, and 
controlling the costs around these activities is a 
key priority this year.

Cyber security – Enabling a secure hybrid 
workplace is a key priority and responding to an 
increased level of security threats that emerged 
in 2020. Digital leaders are looking at how they 
can increase their cyber security defences with 
technology.

Demand for digital skills – A lack of international 
talent and the local skills shortage is a concern for 
many leaders. With the increase of digitalisation of 
services and organisations migrating to the cloud, 
the demand is through the roof.

Getting the most from our data – Data collection, 
data analytics, data organisation and utilisation, 
automating the delivery of data – Getting the 
most out of their data, efficiently, is a big priority 
for leaders in 2021.

Access and inclusion for everyone – COVID-19 
further highlighted the digital divide in New 
Zealand. With the increase in WFH to online 
learning, the demand for high-speed connectivity 
and data is higher than ever, and the inequality 
must be addressed. 

While these areas are important, it is clear 
that there is still a lot of basic foundation work 
required before leaders can begin looking toward 
the future and considering adopting emerging 
technologies. New Zealand businesses must 
prioritise getting their ‘house in order’ quickly 
for us to have a shot at becoming a leader in 
emerging technologies.

Our leaders priorities
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We took the opportunity to ask our FLINT 
leadership teams for their thoughts on the state of 
technology for 2021 to gain another perspective. 
These teams are made up of young volunteers 
who are in their first 5-10 years of their career in  
an industry or role impacted by technology.

On our key themes

Our survey results showed 50% of FLINT leaders 
said Data Collection or Analysis was the key 
technology likely to impact their organisation 
this year, followed by Automation (31.3%), and 
Infrastructure or Hardware (12.5%). 

On consumer dancing technology 2021 trends

Working From Home Enablement Technology 
and IOT/Smart Automation, followed closely by 
Contactless Payments were the customer facing 
technologies our FLINT leaders think will most likely 
take off this year

On New Zealand’s adoption of technology

Our FLINT leaders had a similar opinion with our 
current leaders when surveyed to find out how 
advanced they perceived New Zealand’s adoption 
of technology is. Thirty-five percent of the FLINT 
leaders gave New Zealand a 7 on a scale of 1-10 
with 8 being the next most voted number. Again 
there were outliers on the low end and high end, 
with 35% of FLINT leaders rating New Zealand’s 
adoption of technology between 3 and 6.

Future leaders thoughts

How advanced is New Zealand’s  
adoption of technology?

N
um

b
er

 o
f v

ot
es

Scale: 1 = Lagging, 10 = Leading

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1 1 1 1

2 2

3

6
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The COVID-19 global pandemic caused a rapid, 
unplanned shift to remote working or working from 
home (WFH) for most organisations. While some 
organisations were ahead of the curve, others 
scrambled to ensure that staff had everything 
they needed to be able to work remotely with the 
short time frame given. According to Gartner, the 
speed and effectiveness of which CIO’s and their 
teams responded to the need to implement the 
increase in the workforce working from home, will 
be seen as a success. They also report that even 
across Australia and New Zealand, working from 
home is expected to become the norm rather than 
the exception with the expected change in the 
proportion of the workforce working from home is 
67% against a global total in their survey of 51%. 

Deloitte suggest that there are two factors that 
will continue to fuel this change: “...although 
lockdowns are unlikely to be as uniform as they 
were earlier in 2020, flare ups in the pandemic and 
more-localized lockdowns are still driving WFA and 
cloud growth, Second in the longer term, the WFA 
“forced experiment” is being seen as a success by 
many workers and employers.” (Deloitte, p.18)

As a result of this shift, leaders are faced with 
the question of how do they take the best of 
both worlds and move forward into a new way 
of working? The leaders interviewed identified a 
number of areas that need considering that didn’t 
relate to technology but were much more centred 
around their people. Issues such as collaboration, 
well-being and culture.

Collaborating in a WFH environment

Optimising workflows and enabling collaboration 
for employees working remotely is high on the 
priority list. This includes learning how to work 
differently together, without as much physical 
interaction.

“Over the past year, no area has undergone 
more rapid transformation than the way we work. 
Employee expectations are changing, and we will 
need to define productivity much more broadly — 
inclusive of collaboration, learning, and well-being 
to drive career advancement for every worker, 
including frontline and knowledge workers, as well 
as for new graduates and those who are in the 
workforce today. All this needs to be done with 
flexibility in when, where, and how people work.” 
Satya Nadella (Microsoft Blog, The Next Great 
Disruption Is Hybrid Work—Are We Ready?)

Future of work

Here in NZ, Spark’s Product Director, Tessa Tierney 
says, “From an internal point of view, we’re looking 
at how do we take the best of both worlds and 
move forward into a new way of working which 
adds more flexibility for our people; that takes 
the efficiency and productivity gains you get from 
dedicated work at home, but also mixes it with 
a kind of creativity - those imaginative moments 
that happen when people serendipitously meet 
and have a quick conversation.”

Culture and employee well-being

Leaders have also found that working remotely 
creates a fragmentation of the office culture.  
The opportunity for smaller conversations is not 
just beneficial for collaboration, but also the ability 
for leaders to motivate and engage people. 
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Digital leaders have found that video conferencing 
tools have bridged the gap to a degree, but 
there is an increasing recognition that these do 
not replace those small impromptu conversations 
within their teams.

Leaders have also found that working remotely 
creates a fragmentation of the office culture that 
helps teams operate effectively. It removes the 
opportunity for smaller conversations crucial for 
collaboration, and resolving issues before they 
escalate. While Kiwibank’s Nicki Raistrick admits 
there are a lot of benefits to working remotely, 
she wonders if people have sufficient skills and 
technology to be really effective while remote.

“If remote working is the new 
normal, companies should 
look at the tools and training 
provided to their people.  
Are they providing the right 
type of support to truly enable 
collaboration, connection and 
engagement with what the 
company is trying to do or 
relying on old paradigms that 
are no longer fit for purpose.” 
– Nicki Raistrick, Kiwibank

In their report “The Next Great Disruption is Hybrid 
Work - Are We Ready?”, Microsoft also reported 
that here was a noticeable difference between 
the reflections of leaders and the typical workers. 
Whereas 61% of leaders at the end of January said 
they were thriving (with 38% surviving or struggling), 
the numbers were reversed for frontline workers 
with only 38% thriving and 61% struggling. 

Sustaining our businesses

For some leaders, it’s not the technology platform 
per se, but about how the technology can 
support an organisation to sustain its people in 
business and continue the business momentum 
achieved from what is now a new way of working. 
Performance and productivity-based tools have 
come into focus for digital leaders, needing to 
respond to a desire from boards and executive 
teams to ensure business metrics are achieved in a 
tough operating environment. 

Tierney says, “Helping and walking alongside our 
customers to understand their needs, and to make 
sure we are ahead of the game here will be a 
constant challenge of this year.”

The financial impact of new ways  
of working 

One of the challenges organisations are facing 
this year is the impact that an accelerated shift 
to remote working has had on employees and 
employers. Again according to Microsoft “Even 
after a year of working from home, 42 percent of 
employees say they lack essential office supplies 
at home, and one in 10 don’t have an adequate 
internet connection to do their job. Yet, over 46 
percent say their employer does not help them 
with remote work expenses.” 

Jenna Woolley, Executive General Manager 
Technology, Manukau Institute of Technology 
says, “People are locked and loaded. Everyone 
is kind of constantly poised on edge to return to 
some state of lockdown; to some state of needing 
to be instantly mobile and ready to operate 
independently.”

The shift to remote working over lockdowns and 
then the introduction of flexible working puts 
increasing demand on people to have dual 
setups and access to internet services whether 
they’re at home or in the office. Woolley says it 
also puts a massive strain on the organisations’ 
communications bill. 
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Leaders will now need to take these new patterns 
of work into consideration when negotiating new 
or renewed contracts for services such as mobility 
and remote connectivity.

Most employees would work on flex schedules or 
part time from the office, other employees who 
don’t live near offices or have roles that require 
them to work out of one can be fully remote. And 
lastly, a small population of the company’s global 
workforce would be office-based if required.

With these changes being implemented in other 
countries, our digital leaders need to consider 
how international talent will adapt when the 
borders open again, and we can start recruiting 
offshore again. 

“It will be interesting when 
these two worlds collide.  
We continue to see significant 
benefit from bringing staff 
together in the office - 
particularly for their wellbeing 
and connection to others.” 
 — Cobus Nel, Transpower

“It means thinking about the 
role that technology plays in 
not just our ways of working, 
but in our ways of operating 
with customers, and in our 
ways of driving business 
efficiencies. In order to sustain 
our business, we can’t keep 
operating in the same way  
that we have been.” 
- Sonya Crosby, Westpac

The difference between New Zealand  
and the rest of the world

New Zealand has been quite isolated from the rest 
of the world and the effects of COVID-19. Our new 
way of working is completely different from the 
rest of the world; for example some international 
organisations have been working remotely for 
over a year and may never return to their offices. 
Siemens is allowing employees to work from home 
where feasible and reasonable, two to three days 
per week going forward. Thus impacts more than 
140,000 employers in 43 countries. 

And in February, Salesforce, announced that they 
will not require the majority of its global workforce 
to return to the office full time with the adoption of 
a Work From Anywhere approach. “An immersive 
workspace is no longer limited to a desk in our 
Towers; the 9-to-5 workday is dead; and the 
employee experience is about more than ping-
pong tables and snacks,” Salesforce president 
and chief people officer Brent Hyder said in a blog 
post. Employees will be able to choose from three 
types of work experiences in the post-COVID-19 
environment when it’s safe to work out of offices. 
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Supporting digitalisation

Addressing the technical debt of enterprise 
and back-end systems is a key priority for many 
digital leaders in Aotearoa this year. COVID-19 
has accelerated the pace of modernisation with 
58% of businesses surveyed in the Vodafone APAC 
study - Future Ready - stating that they have 
accelerated their digital transformation plans as a 
result of the pandemic. Digital leaders must keep 
ahead of the curve which means reviewing data 
capabilities and underlying infrastructure. Whether 
that is replacing legacy systems, migrating to the 
cloud, or being more efficient and cost-effective 
in the use of technology, going “back to basics” 
and getting the core infrastructure right will help 
organisations prepare for a digital future.

We also know that changing consumer preference 
due to the pandemic has also contributed to this 
acceleration. Gartner (2020 p9) report that survey 
respondents say a 75% increased demand for new 
digital products and services over the last year 
and 61% increase in the use of self service channels 
by users. This trend is not expected to slow, even 
with the return of “normal” life in Australia and New 
Zealand, with the increase for new products being 
expected to be 86% and self-service being 89%.

Intergenerational platforms  
and legacy systems

For New Zealand organisations that have been 
operating for some time, many with large legacy 
technology environments, digital leaders say a 
key focus for this year is addressing the technical 
debt of intergenerational platforms. In their recent 
report on IT trends for 2021, IDC singled out this 
issue of rising technical debt, which are the costs 
associated with managing this technology that is 
now not fit for purpose. 

While the systems and platforms might have been 
‘best in class’ at the time, legacy systems often 
reach a point where the organisation cannot 
continue using these. 

Decommissioning these legacy systems has 
been a trend for many years, but COVID-19 has 
rendered moving to the cloud necessary at speed. 
This means retaining control and visibility of data 
will be a real focus of 2021 for these organisations. 
In some cases, digital leaders are looking at how 
legacy systems can be retained with the use of 
middleware to help integrate them.

Basic infrastructure  
and workforce capabilities

For many organisations, the COVID-19 pandemic 
leapt them a long way forward in terms of 
digitalisation and adoption of technology. 
However, as this was quite unplanned, some were 
forced to do so in a suboptimal way. 

In their report IDC reported that the firms who 
were already undergoing a digital transformation 
of their business were prepared for the quick 
decisions that needed to be made when 
COVID-19 emerged. “It’s the ones who just 
went out and did it, and didn’t think of the 
consequences in the long term, they didn’t have 
the luxury of doing that unfortunately.” IDC

Addressing the subsequent issues and challenges 
will be key for these organisations this year.

 “It flushed out a whole lot 
of issues and challenges for 
things like workforce capability, 
lack of basic infrastructure, 
telco devices, software etc” 
– Stuart Wakefield, Ministry of Education
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Migrating to the cloud

Globally the drive to the cloud had levelled 
out at around 30% annually by the end of 2019, 
with a projection of slow declines in future years 
However with the impact of the pandemic, we saw 
increased growth likely caused by lockdown and 
the increase in work from anywhere. (Deloitte, 2021, 
p15). Deloitte is now predicting that growth will 
continue about 2019 levels from 2021 through 2021 
with IDC also forecasting that more than 90% of 
global enterprises will be relying on some form of 
hybrid cloud by 2022. 

Cost is always a challenge in software. While 
leaders agree that cloud-based offers are great, 
the challenges presented to leaders is that the 
SaaS subscription model locks the organisation in.

For organisations migrating to the cloud, being 
smarter in architecting the solution is a key priority 
to help control the costs associated with it.

“If the subscription licensing 
changes, as it does sometimes, 
you can find yourself in for some 
very hefty price increases. It’s 
very difficult to exit products in 
the way that you might have 
been able to before.” 
– Liz Gosling, AUT

“It’s the pace of change of 
technology and the business 
change that we’re going 
through as well. It’s that 
constant churn, trying to keep 
ahead of the curve from a 
technology perspective, but 
also trying to address the 
needs of the business from a 
business change perspective.” 
– Sam Tuineau, KiwiRail
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Cyber security is top of mind across the board for 
the digital leaders that we interviewed. With an 
increased reliance on technology, working over the 
internet and unsecured networks – digital leaders 
have their work cut out for them to prevent  
cyber-attacks. 

With the cloud becoming an ever more integral 
part of the operations of organisation there is a 
corresponding increase in the cyberattack surface 
making security more important than ever. In 
fact, the global cyber security firm TrendMicro 
in their research found that the area of cloud 
computing infrastructure was ranked as one of 
the chief areas of concern. When matched with 
the enforced increase in working remotely, the 
security boundary for organisations has suddenly 
expanded exponentially.

A number of high profile NZ businesses came under 
DDoS (distributed denial of service) attacks in 
2020, a security issue that is nothing new, but this 
focused many directors’ attention on the potential 

impact of an attack. This was representative of the 
increase across the globe as cyber-criminals took 
advantage of the situation to increase attacks 
such as span, malware, phishing and ransomware.

Increasing reliance on technology  
and connected working

Along with the security of computer devices, 
organisations using machinery that connects 
to the internet must also ensure the interfaces 
between are secure. 

Cyber security

“It’s understanding how we 
help the business change some 
of their processes or keep them 
going but make sure that it’s 
secure.” 
– Sam Tuineau, KiwiRail
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Remote working security

When employees are working from an office-
based environment, it is a contained network. 
Remote working has introduced new security 
challenges for digital leaders as it is an 
uncontained network. Along with the technology 
aspect of creating a secure remote working 
network, there is also a human behaviour 
component to consider.

At MinterEllisonRuddWatts, Sarah Thirwell says 
“we’ve got secure remote working, but it’s about 
practice; how people use it, and maintaining 
confidentiality in shared living arrangements when 
you work on confidential documents or live with 
someone who works for the competition.” 

To respond and close these security gaps, 
leaders and organisations need to look beyond 
infrastructure and introduce (or reinforce) policies 
that focus on security and that help remote 
workers secure their own remote workspaces.  
The use of VPNs also becomes an indispensable 
tool for organisations in protecting their network 
and data with TrendMicro reporting that the usage 
of VPNs reached an all-time high in 2020. 

The impact of moving through  
the cyber security spectrum

On the cyber security spectrum, at one end there 
is antivirus installed on the desktop and at the 
other end, AI and machine learning are used to 
keep the environment secure or detect unusual 
practices. Moving through that spectrum has 

“You have got to think of 
attacks coming every which 
way, internal and external.  
In most cases, managing this 
is probably more than most 
people can afford, especially  
in manufacturing.” 
— Thomas Hyde, Beca

“Since COVID-19, we’ve seen 
a massive increase in DDoS 
attacks and we’ve seen 
around the world a number of 
companies, including the  
New Zealand Stock Exchange, 
be brought down by cyber 
attack. Our biggest risk and 
our biggest challenge is cyber 
security and just the ongoing 
escalation of international 
threats.” 
– Tony Baird, Vodafone

an impact on the technologies and the business 
processes that are already in play which is going 
to cause challenges for digital leaders.

Increasingly sophisticated attacks

Digital leaders are aware that they must increase 
their organisation’s ability to deal with the more 
sophisticated phishing and social engineering 
hacking attacks that are happening. 

We know that New Zealand is not immune from 
threats of any and every nature which has become 
compounded by the impact of the pandemic with 
leaders now having to be concerned about both 
the physical and virtual workspaces. Organisations 
now have to look at a multi layered approach to 
security which covers a wide range of capabilities 
including search detection and response. It is likely 
that the use of machine learning and behaviour 
monitoring will become part of a security teams 
arsenal of tools. Upskilling of all staff, not just 
the security teams, will be a key contributor to 
the success of protecting an organisation from 
malicious actors. Upskilling is critical at this time 
given the difficulty in bringing in expertise and 
experienced staff from overseas due to the closed 
borders and non-prioritisation of IT staff for 
immigration during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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With the rapid increase in the pace of digitalisation, 
there is more competition than ever before for 
digital skills. Unfortunately, due to border closures, 
this increasing demand is occurring while  
New Zealand’s access to talent is limited. Finding 
the skills and resources their organisation needs, 
and retaining them, is a key issue many leaders  
are facing.

“We are really worried about 
skills and access to them. The 
competition in the marketplace 
for people is just heating up.” 
– Cobus Nel, Transpower

Retention of skills

Retention of skills and talent will be essential for 
organisations, especially for those with innovations 
and platforms in a specialised space in the 
digitalisation area. The post COVID-19 demand 
and competition on the market for skilled digital 
natives is going ‘through the roof’. 

“Access to the right skills 
and a diverse workforce is a 
challenge. The competition in 
the marketplace for people is 
just heating up.” 
– Conrad Morgan, Paymark

With so many organisations competing for the 
same small pool of people, there is a risk that 
these skilled people will move around for the best 
offer. Leaders will have to find a way to address 
this issue, or they will risk losing staff to each 
other. This is not solely a New Zealand problem 
though with the Vodafone Business APAC report 
reporting that companies across the region are 
finding it increasingly hard to attract and keep 
skilled staff. Over 57% of the businesses surveyed 
in that report stated that they are looking 
to address skill shortages by prioritising re-
training and re-skilling of their existing workforce 
(Vodafone p.46).

Demand for digital skills
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Lack of access to international talent

Many leaders said they are seeing the labour 
market and competition for skills heating up. 
The COVID-19 border restrictions have meant 
New Zealand organisations are unable to bring 
international talent into key roles. Vodafone Chief 
Technology Officer, Tony Baird says Vodafone 
is finding it hard to get talent as the company 
increases its aspirations for 5G and other builds 
across New Zealand.

“With borders locked down, 
we’re seeing resources 
becoming pretty tight.  
I don’t see that alleviating 
until there is widespread 
vaccination and borders and 
travel start to open up again.” 
— Tony Baird, Vodafone

A number of the leaders interviewed expressed a 
view that the Government should be looking at 
including these workers with the required digital 
skills as being critical to our recovery from the 
current pandemic.

“We talk about critical workers 
being seasonal workers, 
fisheries people, film crews, 
and America’s Cup crews –  
I think the technology sector 
needs to think about a critical 
worker exemption category for 
technology skills.” 
— Jenna Woolley, MIT

Growing local talent

How do we structurally set up for a digital 
economy? What are we teaching our kids?  
What does that education look like? These are  
the questions on digital leaders’ minds.

“Digital economies are only 
as strong as the people 
building them. We need to 
do everything we can to 
develop our digital skill sets. 
It’s critical to the progress 
of our communities and our 
economy.” 
– Andrew Henderson, Westpac
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Getting the most from our data

Data is a major priority and challenge, or 
opportunity, facing digital leaders in 2021; from 
how data is collected and analysed right through 
to how it is stored and protected. Utilising this data 
is a critical challenge identified by participants in 
the Vodafone APAC survey with 78% of them saying 
data is an increasingly strategic asset but nearly a 
third of them are also aware that they have a low 
confidence in their ability to store data securely. 
Digital Leaders should be looking at how they can 
leverage their data to optimise throughput and 
make data-driven decisions.

Data loss prevention 

Data loss prevention is a big challenge for 
digital leaders of organisations that collect 
and retain customers’ personal information, 
particularly personal identifiable information. 
MinterEllisonRuddWatts Chief Digital Officer Sarah 
Thirlwall says it comes down to data classification 
and appropriate controls around data protection.

Data privacy

With the shifts in privacy laws, organisations 
need to understand what their obligations and 
responsibilities are when it comes to data, but also 
where all their data is stored and the processes 
around it. 

Sarah Thirlwall, from MinterEllisonRuddWatts,  
says “We’ve got to understand where all our data is, 
how we remove it, what’s legally required to remove 
this, and what we are actually required to keep.  
So, working through that is going to be the 
challenge for us this year.”

Getting the most out of data

The ability to collect data is changing the 
landscape for digital leaders. Globally as in  
New Zealand many are using it to better 
understand their customers and gathering  
insight into markets and operations.
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Many organisations already have a large amount 
of data collected and stored and are now looking 
at how it can be curated and managed, but also 
getting it ready for use with new technologies. 
Data may be 20-30 years old and collected for 
one specific area within the business but can now 
be utilised with these technologies. 

For example, using data to create a digital twin. 
Building intelligence from data is relatively new so 
the data isn’t necessarily readily available, it might 
be sitting on a hard drive somewhere. The challenge 
for digital leaders is getting the most out of the 
data they do have, which starts with understanding 
what data exists and how it can be used.

Automation and visual analytics

Cobus Nel from Transpower says there is a lot of 
movement in field technology, particularly in the 
use of drones replacing people for inspection and 
condition assessments. Field Tech provides more 
accurate condition models and leaves staff to 
focus on insights and decision making, rather than 
data collection.

However, this comes with the challenge of 
automating drone flight paths, collection of data, 
automatic detection of defects etc. Identifying 
how data collection, analysis, and insights delivery 
can be automated will be a key challenge facing 
leaders this year. Future uses of data are also likely 
to include its use in training input for AI and Deep 
Learning solutions (Vodafone, p39).

“It’s about using our highly 
skilled people in areas where 
they deliver the most value 
by designing a technology 
solution for routine tasks.” 
– Cobus Nel, Transpower

“For us, it’s how do we make 
the most of the data we’ve got, 
how do we collect more data, 
what tools and interfaces can 
we use to extend that data set, 
and then how do we automate 
the delivery of insights from 
that data?” 
— Sam Tuineau, KiwiRail
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The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the 
importance of quality connectivity and access 
to technology, as you can’t WFH without the 
necessary devices or bandwidth to do so. 
Video calls will consume over 1GB of data over 
four hours - meaning fibre or unlimited fixed 
wireless broadband plans have come into 
focus. Unfortunately, it also highlighted the 
digital divide present in New Zealand in terms of 
access to connectivity, access to devices, and 
the digital skills required to use these devices 
and technologies. We did see during the initial 
lockdown, the Government’s willingness to respond 
to addressing this issue with their campaign 
through the Ministry of Education to ensure all 
students have relevant devices and connectivity.

“What we’re seeing through 
all of this, as all of these things 
online, is there’s that greater 
social divide starting to be 
created for those that aren’t 
online. That’s the fundamental 
social problem.” 
— Chris Buxton, Stats NZ

Diane Edwards, Principal Consultant at Zuri 
believes our ability to address access will be 
dependent on how successful technology can be 
deployed. “I think New Zealand has an insufficient 
population to allow the rollout of current 
infrastructure. Having said that, with the advance 
of satellite technologies, which is improving all 
the time, and with all those satellites Elon Musk is 
going to deploy around the world, maybe some 
of the traditional infrastructure challenges will be 
overcome,” she says.

Socio-economic inequality

One of the challenges leaders face is not so much 
the technology itself, but the socio-economic 
inequalities that come around technologies 
and remote working. Deloitte notes that “digital 
exclusion” is higher for those who live in social 
housing, lower socio-economic groups, with visual 
and other disabilities and who’s language may 
not be one of the official languages of a country. 
(Deloitte, p.107)

Connectivity and data

With an increase in remote working, distance 
learning, and access to streaming services and 
live streaming for online events, the demand 
for connectivity and data is higher than ever 
before. The Commerce Commission’s annual 
Telecommunications Monitoring Report,  
released in March, shows fixed broadband  
data consumption increased 37% in 2020  
to an average of 382GB – a massive jump when 
compared to the 15% increase seen in 2019.

Digital leaders say focusing on how their 
organisation can help decrease the digital 
inequality across New Zealand, both internally  
and externally, is both a challenge and priority 
they face.

Access and inclusion for everyone

“Really, from an industry 
point of view, how you make 
connectivity and data 
equitable for businesses and 
for consumers? We have a 
huge interest in solving digital 
inequality across New Zealand.” 
– Tessa Tierney, Spark
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“For us, getting people to work 
from home was less about 
making sure they had the 
right hardware or software, 
and more about making 
sure that they had the right 
conditions at home to be able 
to concentrate.” 
— Diane Edwards, Zuri

Edwards says, creating wider access to connectivity 
and reducing the digital divide requires people 
to start thinking less about fibre and cable and 
more about some of the more ethereal ways of 
connecting. Really, access type shouldn’t matter 
- and instead the end-outcome of increasing 
broadband access around Aotearoa should be the 
key focus for both government and industry.
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