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ITmyths
The Myth about 
IT as a Utility
“IT Is Just a Utility—Like Electricity or Water.”

 I
nformation technology is just a utility 
like water or electricity. We’d all like 
that statement to be true. When we 
want to connect to the Internet, we 
want it to be there—instantly. And most 

of the time, it is. For the most common ap-
plications—e-mail or Web browsing—the 
Internet can be turned on or off. We can 
get e-mail on our computers. We can get 
e-mail on our mobile phones. We can get 
e-mail from kiosks in airports. We can use 
the campus e-mail system or gmail. But 
thinking about IT as a utility is mislead-
ing. Thirty years ago, e-mail was an exotic 
application available only to scientists 
with access to ARPANET. IT has come a 
long way since then—just like utilities.

On the main street of any small town 
in the 1950s were a drugstore, a Western 
Auto store, a grocery, a bakery, a clothes 
store, a bar, a movie theater, a bank, a 
dimestore, and a couple of gas stations. 
What many have forgotten is that there 
was also an electrical store that sold coffee 
pots, electric frying pans, toasters, and 
the like. In the early part of the twentieth 
century, many local power companies 
had their own standards for voltage and 
amperage, and appliances were made to 
those standards. Not even the plugs and 
the wall outlets were standardized (many 
older homes still have these outlets, long 
since painted over). Rural electrification 
led to common standards, which allowed 
for the commoditization of appliances. 

For decades, electricity has remained 
the same. Standards are in place. There is 
a single service provider. The evolution is 
in the appliances that use the electricity, 
not in the electricity itself. In some ways, 
IT is going through a similar evolution. In 
the 1980s and early 1990s, technologists 

were sorting out networking standards 
and protocols. Only when those differ-
ences were resolved did the commoditi-
zation of networking become possible. 

But the commonality between elec-
tricity and IT may end there. What oper-
ating system do you use? Are you a Mac 
user, or do you prefer a PC? Do you have 
a Blackberry server to support e-mail on 
your handheld, or is your mobile device 
based on Windows or Palm software? You 
can exchange e-mail, but you can’t inter-
change the devices. If a campus records 
lectures as podcasts for students, some-
one made a choice about whether the 
podcast would be distributed over iTunes 
U or on the campus Web site, whether 
it would be saved as an MP4 or an MP3, 
whether it would be released as audio 
alone or enhanced with video. Just be-
cause something is podcast doesn’t mean 
that it will work on any device. If it doesn’t 
work everywhere, is it a utility?

Assuming that IT is limited to com-
modity services is incorrect. Beyond the 
everyday tools are IT applications that 
are critical to discovery and learning: 
3-D graphics, visualization, grid comput-
ing, high-throughput computing, large 
distributed databases, and so on. Even 
the network—the component most like a 
utility—is constantly evolving. The third 
generation of fiber optics carries 10 tril-
lion bits per second on one strand of fiber. 
Predictions are that by 2013, a supercom-
puter will be built that exceeds the com-
putation capacity of the human brain.1 

Maybe IT isn’t quite like a utility.
Much of IT involves people, not just 

“plugging in” a technology. For the faculty 
member who is exploring how to make 
his or her class more interactive or the 

student who needs help using Excel, 
the personal touch is critical. Disaster 
recovery is at least as much about staying 
in touch with students and faculty as it is 
about making backups. Even “technical” 
issues such as identity management, au-
thorization, and security aren’t just about 
IT alone; they concern people, risk, and 
judgment. None of these issues have yet 
been simplified to commodity status. 

In thinking about IT as a utility, the 
CIO and other members of the executive 
team should ask themselves the following 
strategic questions:

1.	 Do we make the assumption that all IT is 
the same? IT encompasses a range of 
activities, some routine and others 
experimental and highly individual-
ized. Although network access, e-mail 
services, and Web sites may come to 
mind first, IT also includes advanced 
decision-making tools, simulations, 
high-performance computing, world-
wide databases such as for the human 
genome, and assistive devices. Many IT 
applications have stabilized, but others 
are just emerging. Does the institution 
inadvertently make the assumption 
that IT changes are in the past? 

2.	 What systems and applications are com-
moditized? Some campus applications, 
such as e-mail, are as readily avail-
able from external providers as from 
internal ones. Other applications 
may be critical to campus operations 
without being tied to the core mission. 
Payroll and administrative systems 
are certainly critical to the institution 
but may have routine, stable require-
ments that make them candidates for 
outsourcing. Is there an advantage 
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to moving responsibility for selected 
applications to another provider? Will 
doing so free up valuable time for the 
IT organization to provide services of 
greater value? If there is no competi-
tive advantage to keeping an applica-
tion in-house, what is the process for 
identifying another provider? 

3.	 Is there a regular, systematic process for review-
ing which applications are mission-critical, 
unique, or commoditized and then determining 
the implications for how these services are deliv-
ered? Since IT is ubiquitous, colleges and 
universities are so often caught in the 
tyranny of the urgent—applying a patch 
or upgrading a service—that they fail to 
examine what they are doing. A periodic 
“audit” of services—of who provides 

them and even whether they are still 
necessary—is advisable. 

4.	 How much of IT is about the technology, and 
how much is about people and the work IT 
enables? Although IT is a technology, 
its value is in the service it provides to 
people, whether through automation, 
speed, insight, or convenience. Simply 
applying IT to a problem or process will 
not necessarily yield benefits: people 
are a critical part of the equation. How 
much of those human interactions 
could be treated as a commodity? How 
much should? 

5.	 What opportunities do we miss if we think 
of IT only as a utility? Higher education 
cannot afford to assume that IT is a con-
stant or a commodity. If IT were con-
stant, Web 2.0 would not have emerged 
from the search-and-retrieve Web of a 
few years ago. We would have missed 
Flickr, Wikipedia, blogs, YouTube, and 
Facebook. If IT were just a commod-
ity, cyberinfrastructure would not be 
emerging from the Internet. We would 
have missed 3-D rendering, virtual real-
ity, and access to worldwide databases 
and powerful research communities. 
IT does not stand still.

Most of the time, IT is a utility— 
ubiquitous and taken for granted. But it 

is also a rapidly evolving, mission-critical 
resource. Few institutions can risk un-
derestimating the power of IT to catalyze 
change and create competitive advantage.

Note
  1.	 Text for “Did You Know?” presentation, <http://

www.lps.k12.co.us/schools/arapahoe/fisch/did 
youknow/didyouknowtext.doc>, The Fischbowl, 
August 15, 2006.

Brian L. Hawkins is President of EDUCAUSE. Diana G. 
Oblinger is Vice President of EDUCAUSE, where she is 
responsible for the association’s teaching and learning 
activities and for the EDUCAUSE Learning Initiative 
(ELI). 
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