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ABSTRACT

Theroleofinformationsystemsandtechnologiesinanymodernorganizationhasbecomeincreasingly
important.Concepts suchasdigital transformationanddisruptive technologieshavebecome the
strategicdirectionsfornewandestablishedcompanies.TheroleoftheChiefInformationOfficer
(CIO)hasbeenlongestablished.Thiscase-basedresearcharticleexamineshowandwhenaCIO
becomestheCEO.Thisisparticularlyrelevantasorganizationsembracetechnology-basedstrategies
tocompete,andinmanycases,tosurvive.
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INTRODUCTION

Althoughrelativelynew,thepositionofaChiefInformationOfficer(theCIO)isnowwidelyaccepted
asoneofthekeyC-suiteroles1.Withthecontinuouslyincreasingroleoftechnology,thedemands
ofthepositionhavebeenchanging.CIOsarenowresponsibleformorethanjustprovidingtheright
technologyandrunningtheITdepartments;theyareincreasinglybecomingleaderswhoactively
participate in strategic business decisions. This transformation means that CIOs are required to
developabusiness-focusedsetofskills,butitalsoopensnewcareeropportunitiesinotherleadership
roles.Specifically,anincreasingnumberofCIOsaremovingoutofthetechnologyleadershiprole
andintoChiefOperatingOfficer(COO)andChiefExecutiveOfficer(CEO)positions,eventhough
traditionallythishasnotbeenacommoncareerpath.

The goal of our research was to examine the factors which can support or prevent career
progressionfromCIOtohigherexecutivepositions.Thisreportisanoutcomeofatwo-phasestudy
sponsoredbytheCIOAssociationofCanadaandMITACS-Ontario.Thefirstphaseconsistedof
extensiveacademicresearchandapilotstudyofagroupofCanadianCEOs.Itidentifiedkeycareer
characteristicsandpersonalattributesthatmayhelpCIOstogettoCEOorCOOroles.

Thesecondphaseofthestudy,whichwasalsosupportedbyexecutiverecruitingexpertsatKorn/
FerryInternational,expandedtheinitialsampleandcombinedresultstoexaminecareerprogression
andpersonalattributesofsuccessfulCEOsandCOOsinthreeareaspreviouslyidentifiedinPhase
I:EnvironmentalFactors(focusingontheindustriesandemployersthattheexecutiveshaveworked
for),WorkExperience(executives’responsibilitiesandjobexperiencesthatshapedtheirknow-how),
andPersonalAttributes(softskillandemotionalintelligence).

Thisarticle,originallypublishedunderIGIGlobal’scopyrightonJune28,2019willproceedwithpublicationasanOpenAccessarticle
startingonJanuary13,2021inthegoldOpenAccessjournal,JournalofGlobalInformationManagement(convertedtogoldOpenAccess

January1,2021),andwillbedistributedunderthetermsoftheCreativeCommonsAttributionLicense(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by/4.0/)whichpermitsunrestricteduse,distribution,andproductioninanymedium,providedtheauthoroftheoriginalworkandoriginal

publicationsourceareproperlycredited.
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The article is organized as follows. First, we examine and discuss the relevant literature
regardingtheroleoftheCIOandhowCIOsmayprogresstobecometheCEO.Second,thecase-
basedqualitativeresearchapproachisdescribed.Inthethirdsection,theresearchfindingsfrom
fieldinterviewsarediscussed.Next,implicationsforITleadersarepresentedwithamodelthat
describeshowCIOscandeveloptheircareerstoCEO.Finally,anactionplanispresentedforCIOs
consideringtheircareerprogression.

LITERATURE REVIEw

TheliteratureregardingtheCIOroleandperformanceisbroadandwedrawonselectivepapers
thatguidesthisresearchtowardstheCIOpromotiontoCEO.Similarly,asSchnatterlyandJohnson
(2008)havepointedout,“…researchinCEOsuccessionhasbeenextensive—includingindividual,
board,andfirmantecedents;successionplanning;andconsequences…”However,theliteratureon
CIOprogressiontoCEOissparse,whichprovidesagapforthiscase-basedresearchtoaddress.

RegardingtheroleoftheCIO,HutterandRiedl(2017)presentacompellingmodelderived
from a meta-analysis of 98 papers that examined the CIO role. This research concludes with a
modelthatsuggestsCIOs“areincreasinglycalledupontobeeffectiveinmultipleroles”,whichthe
authorsidentifyasBusinessThinker,InnovationDriver,StrategicSupporter,IntegrationAdvisor,
RelationshipManagerandTechnologyProvider(p.21,22).Remenyietal(2005)furtherpointout
that,“perhapstoagreaterdegreethanother“C’positions,it[theCIOposition]hascontinuedtobe
aroleundergoingconstantchangeandtransformation”,demandingdifferentskillsatdifferenttimes
forsurvivalandsuccess.Further,inanearlypaperexaminingCIO/CEOrelationships,Feeneyetal
(1992)foundthat,“…theClOsinthesesuccessfulrelationshipsmayhaveextensiveITbackgrounds,
buttheyareacceptedintothetopmanagementteamandareseentocontributebeyondtheirfunctional
responsibilities…”(pp.434-435).

InasimilarevaluationoftheCIOrole,Peppard(2010)concludesthatthepersonalcompetencies
oftheindividual,althoughimportant,arenotthesolefactorindeterminingCIOeffectiveness.One
intervieweestates:“…CIOsneedtobefarmoredynamic,commerciallymindedandcommunicative…
[theymustbe]acapablebusinessleaderwhounderstandstheminutiaofeveryaspectofthebusiness…
Theyhavetobeaninfluencer,notjustadoerorafirefighter…”(p.77).PeppardoffersaCIOmodel
withsevencompetencies:Leadership,Visionary,StrategicThinker,RelationshipBuilder,Diplomat,
Deliverer,ReadingtheMarket(p.79).Inasimilartone,Hunter(2011)pointsoutthattheCIO“…takes
onmoreofabusinessemphasis,[sothat]experiencewithinoneindustrybecomesveryimportant.”
(p.47).Further,Hunterstates“ACIOroleinvolveseffectiveleadershipforchangewithaviewto
contributingtocompetitiveadvantage.”(p.48).

TheCIOisoftenseenasthetechnologyandbusinessleaderindigitaltransformation,although
theroleofChiefDigitalOfficer(CDO)isanewpositionthatmaychallengetheCIO.SinghandHess
(2017)suggestthattheCDOwilltakeontheroleof“orchestratingthedigitaltransformationofa
company”(p.1),whichmaychallengetheroleoftheCIO.Similarly,Heller(2016)pointsoutthatthe
adventofdigitaltechnologiessuchascloudservices,mobiletechnologiesandbigdataanalyticshas
changedtheroleoftheCIOfromsupportingorenablingthebusiness,toinstead“bethebusiness.”
QuotingCIOsfromMarriottHotels,VanguardMutualFundsandotherorganizations,Hellernotes
that“CIOsaremoretightlyintegratedwithleadersfromotherdisciplines…interactionsaremuch
broaderandricherthantheywerefiveyearsago...Withdataatthecenterofthebusiness[wehave]
nochoicebuttobethebusiness”(pp.xiii,xiv).Describingtheriseofdigitaltransformation,Heller
notesthat:“Whentechnologyisthebusiness,CIOshaveatremendousopportunity…”(p.13).Weill
andWoerner(2013)examinedtheroleoftheCIOinaDigitalEconomyandfoundthatbusiness
leadersexpectCIOstodomuchmorethan“provideexcellentITservicesatacompetitiveprice”
andexpectthatCIOsneedtospend“moretimedeliveringbroaderbusinessvalue…”(p.74).Allof
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thissuggeststhattheCIOrolehasevolvedsignificantlyfromthetechnologymanagerofthe1980s
tothedigitalstrategistoftoday.

RegardinghowCIOsprogresstotheCEOposition,weidentifiedthreetheoreticalmodelswith
specific reference to CIO advancement. Gottschalk (2007) Supply-Side Model for CIO to CEO
EvolutionexaminesthequalificationsaCIOneedstobeconsideredforthetopjob,describingthis
astheSupplySideCIOQualificationsModel(May,2007).WhyDon’tMoreCIO’sBecomeCEO?
ComputerWorlddrawsonPeters&Waterman’s(1982)traitresearch,whichsuggeststheexistence
ofeightbasictraitsfoundingreatCEO’s.Finally,recentresearchfromDawsonetal(2015)suggests
thatthe“CIOsharessimilarcharacteristicstootherC-Suiteexecutives”suchastheCEOandCFO,
intermsoftimeintheroleor“survivability”(p.97).

RESEARCH APPROACH

Ourresearchapproachusedacase-basedqualitativemodel,guidedbyYin(2009)andEisenhardt
(1989). Yin suggests that case study approach is appropriate to “…investigate a contemporary
phenomenonindetailandwithinitsreal-lifecontext,especiallywhentheboundariesbetweenthe
phenomenonandcontextarenotclearlyevident…”(p.18).Thecaseapproachisappropriateasthe
roleoftheCIOcontinuallychangeswithnewdigitaltechnologiesandthesetechnologiesbecoming
increasingimportanttothebusinessstrategy.AsYinpointsout,“…youwouldusethecasestudy
methodbecauseyouwantedtounderstandareal-lifephenomenonindepth…”(p.18),inthiscasethe
phenomenonofCIOpromotiontoCIO.EachCIOwastreatedasanindividualcase,withtheinterview
findingscomplementbyareviewofeachinterviewee’sLinkedInprofile,corporateprofileandCV.

Inbrief,fromtheliteraturereview,includingacademicandtradeliterature,amodelwasprepared
toanalyzeCIOcareerprogression.AsetofCEOswereidentifiedandcontactedtoarrangeforsemi-
structuredinterviews.Theinterviewsweretranscribedandcodedtoidentifyhowthecommentsfit
withthepreliminarymodel.TheresearchfollowedEisenhardt’scasestudyapproach,whichsuggests
“tentativethemes,conceptsandpossiblyevenrelationshipsbetweenvariablesbegintoemerge”by
comparing“systematicallytheemergentframewithevidencefromeachcase.Thecentralideaisthat
researchersconstantlycomparetheoryanddataiteratingtowardatheorywhichcloselyfitsthedata”
(p.541).Athoroughreviewofthefielddata,includinginteractionswithCIOsandCEOsinterviewed,
allowedtheresearchteamtoreviseandrefine(iterate)thepreliminarymodeltodeveloparevised
modelthatcouldprovideusefuladvicetoaspiringCEOs.

Specifically,asafirststepindevelopingthemodel,fromthetradeliteraturesome50articles
orcareerprofilesthatdescribedaCEOwhohadformerlybeenaseniorITLeaderwereidentified,
fromwhichwefound20tobeofsufficientdepthtobeusefulinourresearch.Next,weconsidered
thethreetheoreticalmodelsrelatedtoCIOtoCEOprogression--Rambus’s(2006)CIOtoCOO
SuccessFactors,Gottshalk’s(2007)Supply-SideModelforCIOtoCEOEvolutionandMay’s(2007)
EightBasicTraitsoftheCEO.Finally,weexaminedtwofieldstudiesthathadexaminedaspects
ofCIOadvancement:EgonZehnderInternational’s(2007):Future-StateCIO:TheNextStepinIT
LeadershipandChatham’s(2005)GettingToBeCEOviaaCareerinIT

Bycomparingthesesecondaryfieldsourcestothetheoreticalmodels,wedevelopedacompositemodel
identifyingthecharacteristicslikelytoleadtoCIOadvancement.ThepreliminarymodelisshowninFigure1.2

WethentestedthismodelthroughinterviewswithCEOswhohadpreviouslyheldseniorIT
roles.Weidentifiedandcontactedsome100potentialparticipantswhoprogressedfromtheCIOrole
intoCEOorCOOpositions.Ofthose,29agreedtosharetheirexperienceaswellastheirthoughts
onCIOcareerprogressiondrivers.Amongallrespondents:

• 21heldCEOpositionsand8heldCOOpositions;
• 14wereUS-basedand15wereCanadian-based;
• Twowerefemale.
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Althoughmostparticipantscamefromatechnologybackground,forafew,theCIOrolewastheir
firstpositioninInformationTechnology.Theintervieweescamefromawidevarietyofbackgrounds
andworkedindifferent industries including,amongothers,software,financialservices,utilities,
pharmaceuticals,healthcareandeducation.

Thequalitativeinterviewsweresemi-structured,withamixofopenandclose-endedquestions,
ensuring consistency of the analysis while at the same time allowing for respondents’ personal
perspectives as suggested by Myers and Newman (2007). The participants shared with us the
informationabouttheirpersonalcareerpathsandtheirviewsonCIOcareerprogressionfactors,as
wellasadviceforCIOsaspiringtoclimbthecorporateladder.

All interviews were recorded, transcribed and analyzed through a formal coding approach.
Uniquecodeswereassignedtospecificcommentsandexaminedthroughtheuseofanautomated
textanalysissoftwaretool.Thisapproachallowedustoeffectivelyanalyzealargeamountofdata
andcomparerespondents’commentsinaconsistentmanner.

Weexaminedthedatatofinddifferencesbetweenvariousgroupsofexecutives(suchas:COOs
vs.CEOs;orCanadianbasedvs.American-basedexecutives;ordifferentindustrytypes).Whilethe
participants’backgroundsandprofessionalpathsvaried,thecorecharacteristicsofthecareerfactors
theydescribeddidnot.Ourfindingsshowthatcertainkeyelementscaninfluencecareerprogression
ofCIOsacrossvariousindustriesandcareerpaths.

RESEARCH FINDINGS

OurresearchshowsthatCIOsaremakingittothetop.Althoughthepositionisrelativelynew(in
comparisontothewell-establishedexecutiverolesofCOO,CFOorCEO),CIOsarenowgaining
theirseatattheexecutivetable–notjustasITmanagersbutasbusinessleadersandpartnersin
strategicdiscussions.WhilecertainnegativeITstereotypesstillexist,successfulCIOsareableto

Figure 1. Factors likely to influence a CIO’s progression to CEO
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overcomethemandadvancetheircareersbyprovingthemselvestobeknowledgeable,engagedand
business-savvy.Indeed,researchfromInternationalDataCorporation(IDC)suggeststhatagrowing
numberofCEOswillhavespentaportionoftheircareersinatechnologyleadershiprole,inorder
tounderstandandleaddigitaltransformationprograms3withinthebusiness.

Basedonacomprehensiveliteraturereview,asshownearlierinFigure1,thefirstphaseofthe
research identified three key categories of factors influencing CIO career progression: Personal
Attributes,WorkExperienceandEnvironmentalFactors.ThethreecategoriesalignwiththeHutter
&RiedlmodeloftheCIOrole(2017,p.9)whichsuggeststhatCIOeffectivenesswillbesupported
bypersonal competence (PersonalAttributes),CIOhierarchicalposition (WorkExperience)and
managementenvironmentandITinfrastructure(EnvironmentalFactors).

Data acquired from the expanded sample confirmed and validated this model. Despite our
respondents’varyingbackgroundsanddifferentcareerpaths,wefoundthattheyallexhibitedquite
similarcharacteristics.Thekeyfactorsamongthethreecategories(thosewhichweremostoften
mentionedanddiscussedbythe29participants)arepresentedinFigure2.Thetop14factorspresented
belowaccountedforover62%ofallcodedcommentsrelatingtocareerprogressionfactors.Within
thatgroup,thetoptwofactors–increasedbusinessfocusandgoodatCIObasics–stoodout,having
receivedsignificantlymorecomments(bothinnumbersandininterviewees’perception)thanthe
remainingfactorsandaccountfornearlyaquarterofresponses.

ThesefactorspaintthefollowingpictureofkeyCIOsuccessandcareerprogressiondeterminants.

Increased Business Focus
An increased business focus was exhibited by all participants and discussed considerably more
oftenthananyotherfactor.Alloftheinterviewedexecutivesdiscussedthiselement,oftenstressing
theimportanceofnotonlyunderstandingthebusinessbutalsobeingapartnerwhocanactively
participateinandbringvaluetobusinessdiscussions.Asdescribedbyoneoftheparticipants,“…
successfulCIOsweartheirbusinesshatfirstandtheirIThatsecond…”Frydman(2007)hasargued
that,intermsofCEOhiring,wearewitnessing“ashifttowardgeneralhumancapitalfromfirm-
specificmanagerialskills”.

BeingmoreattunedtothebusinessneedsisbothnecessitatedandfacilitatedbythefactthatIT
touchesallaspectsofthebusiness.Today,allcorporatefunctionsaresupportedbytechnology,which
givestheCIOauniqueopportunitytobeinvolvedinallpartsoftheorganization.Beinginvolvedmakes

Figure 2. Key factors influencing CIO career progression
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itmucheasiertoalignbusinessprioritieswithtechnologycapabilities,providingimprovedresults4.
Thisapproachwasfurtherfacilitatedbytherespondents’experienceoutsideofIT,infunctionalroles.

Aspointedoutbyinterviewedexecutives,“…it’sveryimportant toput thebusinesscontext
aroundIT…”andtohave“…aninstrumentalroleofhelpingthebusinessdeterminewhatapplied
technologiesmakesense.Nottechnologyfortechnology’ssakebuthowdoweturnthattechnology
into competitive value, market value, drive sales productivity, improve customer retention, and
improveprofitability…”CIOswhowereabletoanchortheirdecisionsinthebusinesscontextwere
moresuccessfulandmorereadilyacceptedbyotherexecutives.

Good at CIO Basics
Being good at CIO basics was the second most frequently discussed factor, mentioned by all
interviewees.TheabilitytoeffectivelydeliverITcapabilityisanaturalexpectationofCIOs.However,
makingeverythingrunsmoothlyisonlypartofwhattrulysuccessfulCIOsbringtothetable.

Firstly,ITleadershaveto“maketheplumbingsimple”and“provethatyoucanmakethings
happen.”However,thisdoesnotimplyastrongfocusonafailure-freeenvironmentortheuseofthe
latesttechnology.Aspointedoutbytherespondents,beingtooafraidoffailurepreventsmanyIT
leadersfromtakingfulladvantageoftechnology(whichsometimesrequirestakingrisks).Similarly,
dependingonthebusinesscontext,followingthenewesttechnologytrendsmightnotnecessarily
betherightchoiceforanorganization.Itistheabilitytomitigaterisks(ratherthanavoidthem)and
choosetherighttechnologyforthebusinessthatmakesitpossibleto“executeanddeliverservice
attherightpricepointandattherightlevelofquality”.Thisiscloselyconnectedwithanincreased
businessfocusandbothfactorswereoftendiscussedtogetherbytheinterviewees.

AstheCIOresponsibilitiesexpandbeyondastrictlytechnicalrole(andbecomemorebusiness
focused)itisalsoimportanttofindtherightbalancebetweendifferentaspectsofthejob.Asone
oftheparticipantssuggested,“…ifyouspendtoomuchtimeonprocessyou’llfail,ifyouspend
toomuchtimeontechnologyyou’llfail,ifyouspendtoomuchtimeonpeopleyou’llfail…”Itis
importanttogetagoodunderstandingofwhatmixofactivitieswillmostadequatelyaddressthe
requirementsofaparticularorganization.Asthischangesovertime,CIOsmustbeabletoadjust
theirprioritiesaccordingly.

Personal Skills
Among the personal skills discussed by the interviewees, four were mentioned most often:
executivelevelcommunicationskills,buildingrelationships,beinggoodatpeopledevelopmentand
organizationaldevelopment,andtheabilitytomotivatepeople.

Executivelevelcommunicationskillsarecrucialinbeingabletoworkwiththebusinessand
discusstechnology-relatedissuesinawaythatisunderstandabletoallstakeholders,regardlessof
theirknowledgeoftechnology.Oftenreferredtoas“C-Speak”orExecutivePresence”(Goudreau,
2012),theyneedtotalkinthelanguageoftopexecutives.Translatingcomplextechnicalconcepts
intosimpletermshasbeenanimportantsuccessfactorfortherespondentsasitallowedthemto
bringvariousstakeholderstoacommonlevelofunderstandingandcreateanenvironmentwhere
everyoneiscomfortableindiscussingtechnology.Oneoftheexecutivestalkedabouttheimportance
ofproactivecommunicationwiththebusinessinthefollowingway:

If I were to ask a business person to give me a blank sheet of paper saying “hey what do you need?” 
I don’t think they would know how to fill that out. But if I went to them and said I can give you this 
(…) because that satisfies your needs, now I’ve focused their attention and got them thinking.”

Thisexampleisindicativenotonlyofthedeepunderstandingofthebusinessneedsbutalsoof
theabilitytotakethecomplexityoutofthetechnologydiscussionsandturntheoften-fearedsubject
intosomethingeveryonecouldrelateto.
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BuildingrelationshipsareimportanttotheparticipantsbecausetheyallowedCIOstostrengthen
theirroleinternallyandproducedcareerprogressionopportunities.Formanyrespondents,having
goodrelationshipswascrucialintheprocessofbuildingthepreviouslydescribedbusinessfocus
andunderstandingthebusiness.Asmentionedearlier,ITtouchesallpartsofthebusinessandthe
relationshipswith thebusinesscan influence theCIOsability todeliver results.Onerespondent
pointedoutthat“oftentheCIO’sjobisaboutmanagingbyinfluence;yourpeersdon’thaveadotted
linetoyouandtheymayhavethemoneyyouneedtodoyourinitiative”.

Secondly,relationshipsandprofessionalnetworkswereimportantintheinterviewees’career
progression asmanyof theopportunities that allowed them to advance in their careerwerenot
plannedbutsuggestedorenabledbypeopleintheirnetwork.Asdescribedbyoneoftheexecutives:
“Businesspeopledon’tnecessarilyconsidertechnologistsforbusinessrolesandvice-versawithout
someoneadvocatingforyouinternally”.

Some of the respondents made a clear distinction between good working relationships and
personalones,stressingthatbuildingrelationshipsdoesnotmeancreatingclosepersonalties.Rather,
itimpliesbuildingworkingrelationshipswheretheCIOisacceptedasoneofthebusinessC-level
executivesandwheretheyarebeingtrustedasbothatechnologyexpertandabusinesspartner.As
summarizedbyoneoftheinterviewees,“youhavetorespectandprofessionallyworktogether;you
don’thavetoloveeachother”.

Beinggoodatpeopleandorganizationaldevelopmentaswellastheabilitytomotivatepeople
were important factors, which allowed interviewed executives to build successful teams and
organizations.Manyintervieweestalkedaboutcreatinganenvironmentinwhichtheirteamscould
besuccessful,motivated,engagedandabletohaveastrongpositiveimpactontheorganization.One
oftherespondentsdescribedtheirroleasbeingafacilitatorwhomakesiteasierfortheteamtodo
theirjobandtoreachtheirobjectives.

Having an engaged, knowledgeable staff allowed participants to create high performing
organizationswherestrategicplanswereexecutedeffectivelyandimportanttransformationalprojects
wereintroducedsuccessfully.Oneexecutivepointedoutthat“…asyoumoveupinmanagementit
becomesmuchlessrelevantwhatyouasanindividualcandeliverandmuchmorerelevantwhatyou
asaleadercan…haveyourteamscreate…”

Business Knowledge
Theintervieweesagreedthattheabilitytoexhibittheincreasedbusinessfocusislargelydependent
onunderstandingandknowledgeofthebusinessanditsindustry.

UnderstandinghowthebusinessworksprovidesaCIOwithacontextinwhichtechnology-related
initiativescanbeevaluatedandanalyzed;aprojectwithoutthatcontext“…canbesuccessfulfrom
atechnologyperspectivebutunsuccessfulforthebusiness…”Someexecutivesalsotalkedabout
theimportanceofencouragingtheirteamstogainbusinessknowledge.Oneintervieweeencouraged
theirITteammemberstofindapartneronthebusinesssideandworkcloselywiththem.AstheIT
teamlearnedmoreaboutthebusiness,“theywereabletocomeupwithsomeverycreativesolutions
toeverydayproblemsoftheirbusinesspartnersandattheendofthedaywewerehighlyimpactful”.

Manyrespondentstalkedabouttheimportanceofunderstandingthecustomerandbeingcustomer-
centric.Asdescribedbyoneinterviewee,“youdon’twinclientsandyoudon’tkeepclients”ifyou
arenotclosetothemandengaged.Beingabletounderstandcustomerneedsmakesitpossibleto
adequatelyaddressthemandcreatevalueforthebusiness.Simplyput,“…youcan’tunderstandhow
tohelpsomeoneunlessyouunderstandtheshoesthattheyarein…”

Understandingof thebusinessandof thecustomerscannotbesuperficial.Asstatedbyone
executive,“…youhavetoreallyunderstandtheintricaciesofthebusinessnotjustthebuzzwords…”In
thecaseofourrespondents,thiswasenabledbyworkexperienceandhavingfirm-wideresponsibilities.
Hands-onexperiencewasoftenquotedasthebestwaytogainatrueunderstandingofvariousparts
of the business. Some executives gained the experience by taking different positions in various
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industries,whileothersdiversifiedtheirresponsibilitiesinternallybyengaginginM&Aactivities,
takingresponsibilityfordifferentgeographicalareas,orparticipatinginlargetransformationalprojects
withintheirorganizations.

Respondentsgenerallyagreedthatsuccessfulleadershavetobeabletodemonstratearangeof
differentskillsandanabilitytodeliverresultsinvariousenvironments,suchascustomermanagement,
sales management, product management, marketing, financial management, risk management,
governance,communications,PRor revenuegrowth.One intervieweecompared this to fillinga
toolboxwithasetofdifferenttoolsthatwillcomehandyinthefuture.

IT Governance and IT Maturity
WhiletheintervieweesworkedincompanieswithhighlyvaryingITmaturityandformalITgovernance
structures,theygenerallyrecognizedtheimportanceofthesefactorsintheirprofessionalsuccess.
Bothofthesefactorsarestronglyinterconnected,asgoodITgovernancestructuresareasignanda
productofhighmaturityinhowanorganizationviewstheirITcapabilities.

Wherenecessary, the respondentsbuiltor improvedgovernancestructuresand increased IT
maturitytolevelsadequatetothecontextoftheirorganizations.Thiswasimportant“…becauseifyou
havegovernancethatgivesyouexposuretoyourpeers,givesyouexposuretotheboard,youknow
you’rewellpositioned.IfITisintegratedinwiththebusinessyou’regoingtolearnandunderstand
thebusinessmoreandreallybeabletoperformbetter…”

Oneoftheexecutivespointedoutthat“…theviewofITtendstofluctuatefromstrategic…to
necessaryevil…”WheretheleadershipteamunderstoodtheimportanceofIT,therespondentswere
abletoconsiderablyincreasetheITmaturitylevelsandgovernancestructures5.

Change Leadership
Therespondentsoftentalkedaboutbeingchangeagentsintheirorganizations,leadinginitiatives
frommajortechnologytransformationstoredefiningbusinessprocesses, introducingefficiencies
andchangingthecultureofITorganizations.Ineachcase,theexecutivewasabletobetteralign
technologywiththebusinessneedsandcreateaneffectiveorganizationsupportingstrategicbusiness
goals,reducingcostsandincreasingbusinessvalue.

Acommonskillthatthechangeagentshadwastheabilitytoquicklyidentifyproblemareas,
suggestwaysof improvement,createanactionplan,andeffectivelycarry itout. Inmanycases,
theorganizationswerefacingconsiderableproblemsthatoften-requiredradicalsolutions(suchas
cuttingtheITbudgetby$500million).Inothers,therespondentswereabletoidentifyopportunities
forimprovementandproactivelyproposewaysinwhichtheITorganizationcouldstepup(suchas
rationalizingtechnologyorintroducingemployeeengagementprograms).Notallofthechangeefforts
wererevolutionary.Onerespondentpointedout:“…ifwestandstillasanorganization,oneofour
competitorswillcatchuptousandsurpassus…thepaceofchangecontinuestoaccelerate…that’s
whyIhappentobeafanofcontinuousimprovement…”

Role of a Mentor
Whilenotallintervieweeshadofficialmentors,allbuttwotalkedaboutsomeonewhoplayedthat
roleintheircareer.Somerespondentshadseveralmentorsovertheyearswhileothershadoneor
two people whose advice they sought out repeatedly throughout their careers. The interviewees
recognizedtheimportanceoftheadvicetheyreceivedfromtheirmentorsonbusinessissues,personal
developmentandcareerprogression.Thisisanimportantfinding.AsRosser(2005)haspointed
out,whilementoringisalongestablishedhumanresourcesdevelopmenttool,“…fewstudieshave
exploredmentoringasaneducationaltoolfordevelopingleaders/CEOs…”

Therespondentswhoworkedwiththeirmentors(andwhosementorswereonorganizational
leadershipteams)oftentalkedaboutbeingengagedinvariousdiscussionsorbroughtintomeetings
whichtheywouldnothaveparticipatedinotherwise.Thisallowedthemtowatchtheirmentors“in
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action”andtoseehowthey“approachedproblems…andissues”.Formanyexecutives,theirmentors
hadastrongimpactontheircareerpath,pushingthemoutsidetheircomfortzone,encouragingthem
tomovetootherpositionsandgivingthemconfidencethattheyhavethenecessaryskillstosucceed.

OTHER IMPORTANT FINDINGS

Throughouttheinterviewsweidentifiedadditionalimportantfactorsthatemergedasrecurringthemes.

The Changing Role of IT
Manyintervieweesbelieved that theroleofIThaschangedandwillcontinue tochange. IT isa
relativelynewfieldandoneoftheexecutivesdescribedtheirearlyroleas“firstgenerationIT”,while
anothersaid:“whenIgotintothefield,therewasnofield”.IntheearlydaysallITprofessionals
“camefromsomewhereelse”whereastodaytheITcareerpathsaremorespecialized,oftenstarting
withIT-focuseddegreesandcertificates.

Somerespondentsfeltthatbecausethefieldwasnew,peoplehadachancetoprogressthroughtheir
careersmorequicklythanwouldbepossibleinotherareas.AsITgrew,amorestructuredtechnology
careerpathemerged.Today,thepathischangingagain,evolvingintowhatonerespondentcalleda
“dualstreamwithinIT”.Thetraditionalrolesfocusedheavilyontechnologyarecomplimentedby
morebusiness-focusedroles,suchasbusinessanalysts6.Fromtheleadershipstandpoint,ITexecutives
“…evolvedsignificantlyfromjustbeing the…ITguyor theIT leader tohavingresponsibilities
aroundinnovation,creation,productivity,operationalefficiency…”and“enablingtheorganization
withtechnology.”

AstheITfieldgrows,itcontinuestochange.Fromthetechnologystandpoint,ITdepartments
havebecomeanessentialpartofvirtuallyallorganizations.WhilesomecompaniesstillviewITasa
utility,itisincreasinglybecominganintegralpartofthebusiness.Fromanorganizationalperspective,
anotherchangehasbeentakingplace–“…ITwasasiloforaverylongtimeand…thoselineshave
blurredinthelast10years…”Moreandmoreorganizationsbreakthepreviouslypredominantstructure
whereITandthebusinesswereclearlyseparated,bothorganizationallyandculturally.Today,with
thegrowingamountofcustomer-facingtechnologies,ITisceasingtobejustasupportfunctionand
isincreasinglybecominganintegralpartofthebusiness.

ThischangeintheITfieldisnotjustathingofthepast;itcontinuesandshouldberecognized
bytoday’sCIOs.Newtechnologyandnewdeliverychannelscontinuetobringmorechange.One
oftheintervieweesexplainedtheimpactthatthenewtechnologies,suchascloudcomputing,have
hadontheirorganizationandtheirrole:“…ifyouweretolookatmycompanyIhavenoservers,
Ihavenodatacenter,Ihavenoemailsystems,IhavenoERPsystems…SothetraditionalITCIO
rolejustdoesn’texistandyetI’mdoingallofthethingsthatIdid…”withinthetraditionalITmodel.

Trust and Credibility
Theabilitytobuildtrustandcredibilitywasanotherfactorwhichintervieweesoftentalkedabout,
stressingitsimportanceintheircareerprogressionandintheirrelationshipswithboththesubordinates
andthepeers.Itisimportanttokeepinmindthat“…you’renotgoingtopleaseeveryoneallthe
time,butthereneedstobealeveloftrustthatyou’redoingtherightthingfromtheperspectiveof
theoverallcompany…”

Theabilitytobuildtrustisdependentonseveralofthepreviouslydescribedfactors.Firstly,a
CIOhastobeabletodeliveronpromisesandprovideprovenresultsinordertogaintrustintheir
abilitiestoexecute.Additionally,thisshouldbesupportedbygoodinterpersonalskillsandexecutive
levelcommunicationskills.Overall,theseelementswillbuildaleveloftrustthatwillhelptheCIO
befullyacceptedasoneoftheC-levelexecutivesandovercomethestereotypeoftechnology-focused
ITspecialistwithlimitedunderstandingofbusiness.
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Lateral Moves
Theintervieweesidentifiedlateralmovementsasawaytogainvaluablebusinessexperience.When
searchingfordevelopmentandcareeropportunitiesmanyITprofessionalslookforpositionshigher
uponthefunctionaldiagrambutinordertogoupitisoftenbettertofirststepsideways.While“there
isnostandardplaybook”thatdescribesthebestcareerpathforITleadersandCIOs,therespondents
generallyagreedthatexperienceinvariousrolesoutsideofITbringsaninvaluableadditiontothe
technicalskills.Inthewordsofoneinterviewee,“…youhavetobewillingtostepbackwardtomove
forward…”ManyparticipantsurgedCIOstogetoutoftheITfieldandtakeadvantageofopportunities
outsidetheirarea,beforeconsideringamovetoahigherrole.

Emotional Intelligence
EmotionalintelligencecombinesanumberofsoftskillsthatcomplementtheCIOstechnicalknowledge
tomakethemgreatleaders.Itisfocusedbothinternally(ontheCIOsabilitytomanagetheiremotions
andbeself-motivated)andexternally(ontheirabilitytobeempathetictootherpeople’sneeds,beable
tobuildinterpersonalrelations,andcommunicateeffectively).SeveralparticipantspointedoutthatIT
professionalsaremorelikelytolackskillsinthisarea.Oneexplainedthat“…it’seasiertodealwith
computersthanpeople.Becausecomputersdon’tgetmadatyouandtheydon’thaveemotionsthat
youwouldhavetodealwithandallthesecomplexitiesthathumanshave.Theyareverylogicalanda
programeithercompliesoritdoesn’t.There’sreasonswhyitdoesn’tcomplyandit’salwaysconsistent…”

Thesearenotskillsthatpeoplehavetobebornwith.Severalintervieweesadmittedthatthisdid
notcomenaturallytothem;oneparticipanttalkedspecificallyaboutbeingintrovertedandhaving
toworkharderontheseskills.WhatemergedthroughoutourconversationswithsuccessfulCIOs
wasnottheirnaturalinclinationtowardscertainbehavior(suchasbeingmoreextroverted)butthe
awarenessandwillingnesstodevelopthoseskillsasnecessary.

TheCanadianCEOswhotookpartinthefirstphaseofthestudyalsopermittedustoassess
theiremotionalintelligence(EQ)bycompletingtheLeadershipDimensionsQuestionnaire(LDQ)
–awell-establishedpsychometrictool.Allparticipantsexhibitedemotionalintelligenceatalevel
considerablehigherthanthatofthewiderpopulationofmanagers.Thisdemonstratesthathighlevels
ofleadershipcompetencearerequiredtoadvancetotheCEOpositionandtobesuccessfulinthatrole.

AsKorn/FerryInternationalhasfoundinexaminingthecareerprogressionofseveralthousand
successfulexecutives,ajourneyupthecorporateranksrequiresachangeinleadershipstyle.Successful
executiveswereable to transition froma task-focusedapproach toamore flexible,participative
leadershipstyle(muchmoresothanthosewhohavenotbeenassuccessful).Inotherwords,senior
executivesmusttakestepstoprepareforandapproachthechangesthatarerequiredastheyexpand
theirresponsibilitiesandprogressintheircareers.

IMPLICATIONS FOR TODAy’S IT LEADERS

TheresultsofouranalysisshowthattheCEOofficedoorisopentoCIOs,butthatCIOshavetogain
therighttoenterthatdoor.Althoughindividualscanplantheircareerstothetop,itiswhattheydo
alongthewaythatreallymatters.BeforereachingoutfortheCEOposition,theyhavetoprovethat
theyhavetheexperienceandtheskillsthatmakethemtherightcandidate.

ThegoalofthisresearchisnottodescribehowtobeagoodCEO,butrathertoprovidehelpon
gettingthere.ThejourneytothetopstartswithbeinganoutstandingCIOandgainingthecredibility,
experienceandskillsthatarenecessarytomakeittotheCEOlevel.Inthenextsectionwelistthekey
areasandspecificactionitemsthatCIOsshouldconsiderinthecontextoftheircareerplanningand,
mostimportantly,inthecontextofdeliveringexcellentresultsasCIOs.Indeed,evenifanindividual
hasnointentionstobecomeaCEO,thefollowingstepsstillapplyandwillhelpthembecomean
exceptionalCIO.ThekeyelementsthatinfluencecareerprogressionofCIOsareshowninFigure3.
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Basedontheresearchfindings,thefirststepinsuccessfulCIOcareerprogressionistobuild
credibilitythroughperformancebyprovidingresults,demonstratingabusinessfocus(supportedby
businessknowledge),andshowcasingtheabilitytobeabusinessleader.Thisapproachallowedthe
intervieweestoovercomethenegativeITstereotypeandgainaseatattheexecutivetable.Being
acceptedasoneoftheC-levelexecutivesledtomoreopportunities,astheCIOrolewasmorelikely
toreportdirectlytotheCEOandastheCIObecamemorevisibletotheboard.Asshownbythe
interviewees’careerpaths,thisincreasedvisibility,combinedwithcredibility,tendstoopenmany
newdoorsforCIOs

Secondly, it is important thatCIOsorchestrate theircareermovesand takeactions thatwill
preparethemforthetopexecutiverole.Theseactionshavetoaimatdevelopingthenecessaryskills,
gainingrelevantexperienceandbeingabletoshowcasereadinessforthetoprole.Atthesametime,
successfulCIOsareabletotakeadvantageofopportunitiesthatpresentthemselvesalongtheway
andwhichsupportcareerprogression.Theseelementsaredescribedinfurtherdetailbelow.

Build Credibility
Aspreviouslymentioned,buildingcredibilityisbasedoncombiningbusinessknowledgewithrelevant
skillsandleadershiptraits.

Build Credibility Through Knowledge
InordertogaincredibilitythroughknowledgeCIOsneedtoprovethattheyarenotonlygoodatCIO
basics,butalsothattheydelivertechnologywiththefullunderstandingofitsbusinesscontext.In
ordertoacquiretheincreasedbusinessfocus,CIOsmustgainrelevantworkexperienceoutsideofIT
andtakeonfirm-wideresponsibilities.Whenitcomestounderstandingandknowingthebusiness
(anditscustomers),onlyfirst-handexperiencecantrulyprepareCIOsfortherequirementsonhigher
executivepositions.Atthesametime,itservesbothasawaytodemonstrateaninterestinprofessional
self-developmentaswellasameanstovalidatebusinessskills.

Build Credibility Through Skills Development
Beingabletodeliverresultsinonlyonepartoftheequation.Tobetrulysuccessful,CIOsmustalso
developasetofinterpersonalskillsthatwillallowthemtobegreatcommunicators,buildstrong
relationshipsandmotivatetheirteam.Thesetraitsbecomemoreimportantwitheachstepupthe
corporateladderandareakeyrequirementfortheCEOposition.

Figure 3. Elements influencing CIO career progression
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Build Credibility Through Leadership
Finally,successfulCIOshavetoexhibittheabilitytointroducechangeintheirorganizationsand
beabletomotivateanddeveloptheirteams.Notonlycantheyidentifyimprovementopportunities
andactonthem,buttheyalsoknowhowtoeffectivelycommunicatethevaluethattheybringtothe
businessandtheITorganization.Atthesametime,theyrecognizetheimportanceofmotivating
theirteamsandaligningtheirorganizationstocommongoals.Eventhebest-designedplanscannot
beexecutedsuccessfullywithoutateambuy-inorattheveryleastunderstandingastothegoalsand
rationale.SuccessfulCIOsareopenabouttheirstrategiesandknowhowtoaddressimportantissues
withvariousaffectedstakeholders.

Orchestrate your Career
Inorder toadvancebeyond theircurrent role,CIOshave toactively takecontrolof their career
progression.SuccessfulCIOsarenotafraidof takingupchallenginghigh-visibilityprojectsand
reachingoutbeyondtheircomfortzone.FormanyCIOs,theimportanceofbuildingprofessional
networksisinvaluableintheirabilitytomakeittothetop.WhileopportunitiesforCIOsexist,they
typicallypresentthemselvesasaresultoftheCIO’s“brand”recognitionamongtheexecutiveand
amongtheirpeers.WhilenotallCIOswhoprogressedintheircareeractivelysearchedforadvancement
opportunities,allwereabletodemonstratethattheywerereadytostepuptoahigherrole.

AN ACTION PLAN FOR CIO CAREER PROGRESSION

BasedontheidentifiedresearchimplicationsforCIOcareerprogression,thissectionpresentsconcrete
stepsthatCIOscantaketobuildcredibilitythroughknowledge,skillsandleadership,aswellasto
orchestratetheircareeradvancement.

Althoughnotalloftherespondentsactivelyplannedtheircareerprogression,theyalltookactions
tobecomeoutstandingCIOs(whichledtoadvancementopportunities).Thefollowingdiscussion
willbehelpfultoyouwhetheryouaspiretobecomeaCEOorsimplywanttoincreaseyourimpact
inyourcurrentposition.Keytosuccessfuladvancementisbuildingcredibility.Figure4showshow
thiscanbedone.

Alloftheintervieweestookactionsthathelpedthemshapetheircareers,eventhoughcareer
advancementwasn’tnecessarilytheirmainmotivator.Specifically,theyactivelysoughtwaystogain

Figure 4. Building credibility
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moreexperience,theybuiltrelationshipswithpeersandmentors,and(wheretheydidseektomove
intohirerpositions),andtheymadetheiraspirationsknownandapproachedthemstrategically.Figure
5showshowthismightbedone.

CONCLUSION

ThisstudyhasdemonstratedconclusivelythatsuccessfulCIOsareabletomovebeyondtheirspecialist
leadershiproletothetoppositionswithinorganizations.Therewasasurprisinglyhighdegreeof
commonalityinthecareerdevelopmentofalltheindividualsinterviewed.Theyweresuccessfulat
ITleadershipandtheydemonstratedincreasingunderstandingofthebusinessenvironmentaswell
asanabilitytotakeonbroaderresponsibilitiesbeyondIT.

MostwererespectedITleaderswhodemonstratedcredibilitytotheirpeersandsuperiors.They
werewillingtotakeonresponsibilitiesbeyondtheirownarea(sometimesthroughlateralmoves),they
hadexecutivelevelcommunicationskillsandwereabletobuildrelationshipsaswellasdevelopingand
motivatingtheirsubordinates.Ingainingwiderbusinessknowledgetheygottoknowtheirbusinesses
customersandneeds,andthenwereabletoassisttheirpeersinmeetingtheseneeds.

Theirsuccesscanbereplicatedbyothersaspiringtoadvancetheircareer,throughacombination
oflearningactivitiesandactualbehavior.

Figure 5. Orchestrate your career
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ENDNOTES

1 BillSynnottiswidelycreditedforthecreationoftheterm(Synnott&Gruber,1981;Synnott,1987)
2 Thedevelopmentofthismodelisreportedin(Grant&Hutson,2009)
3 SeeIDCWorldwideDigitalTransformation2017Predictions,September2016,IDC#US40526216;and

IDCTheChangingRoleofITLeadership:CIOPerspectivesfor2016,December2015,IDC#US40662915
4 For an in-depthexampleof theCIO role inbusiness transformationusing technology, see (Kohli&

Johnson,2011)
5 Furtherelaborationofthisconceptisprovidedby(Leidner&Chen,2008)
6 Thisissometimesreferredtoas“two-speedIT”,asdescribedby(Bossert,Harrysson,&Roberts,2015)
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