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The purpose of this White Paper is to provide a guide to assist in hiring an effective IT Leader in today’s business climate.  There are a number of titles used to reference today’s IT Leaders such as Director IT, VP IT, CTO or CIO.  For purposes of this paper we will refer to the most common strategically oriented position title: CIO.  The actual title used is generally determined by what is acceptable to the business culture enlisting the position so all these titles are interchangeable.

 

What is a CIO?

 

CIOs (Chief Information Officer) are senior executives responsible for all aspects of their organizations' information technology and systems. CIOs direct the use of IT to support the organization's goals. 

 

The effective and strategic use of common enterprise-wide information to meet those goals requires someone with a cross-functional perspective. With knowledge of both technology and business process and a cross-functional perspective, they are usually the managers most capable of aligning the organization's technology deployment strategy with its business strategy.  CIOs have taken a leadership role in reengineering their organizations' business processes and the underpinning IT infrastructures to achieve more productive, efficient and valuable use of information within the enterprise.  Generally, they are MBAs with technical IT training. 


Usually reporting to the CEO, COO or CFO: they often have a seat on the executive steering committee or board (or at least have frequent and close access to top officers).  Even though many executives hold the title VP or Director of Information Technology; the title CIO is generally a clear indication of an IT executive's senior rank and strategic influence 

 

History

 

By the mid-eighties, IT had been heralded as the key to future business success and growing market share.  The ability to manage IT not only required technical savvy but also required business competence. The position was rapidly becoming comparable to the other “C” jobs: Chief Financial Officer, Chief Operating Officer and even Chief Executive Officer.   

 

Since then the number of CIOs has increased dramatically as information management moves from the wings of organization operations to center stage. The CIO's role has rapidly shifted from the technical business of data processing to the more broadly conceived job of 'knowledge management.' So important has managing knowledge become to the success of an organization that harnessing knowledge may be a corporation's most pressing challenge-and at the very heart of the CIO's evolving role. 

 

In many corporations, the Chief Information Officer (CIO) is the newest addition to the senior management team. But while it may be the latest ingredient in the alphabet soup of organizational management, the CIO's role is growing fast in both numbers and importance, and it is evolving as it grows.
 

Though a relative newcomer to the executive wing, the CIO has become in many ways the most challenging and dynamic leadership role in the business world. Throughout the '80s and '90s, corporations were faced with dramatic challenges brought about by changes in markets and organizations. Organizations experienced major shifts both upward and downward in their of scale of operations through significant downsizing and major mergers and acquisitions. In responding to these dramatic changes, organizations have invested vast resources to reengineer their operations. It has been estimated that organizations worldwide are spending $52 billion a year on reengineering, of which $40 billion goes annually into information technology. In other words, the CIO is at the center of many of the most volatile and costly changes in the life of an organization. 

 

Organizations are no longer ignoring the strategic role that technology plays in their organizations, and their management teams are reflecting that change in attitude. According to a recent survey by the Cutter Consortium, an Arlington, Massachusetts based IT consultancy, 70 percent of CIOs report to the CEO, and 69 percent of CIOs are on their organization’s senior management team. 

"Technology is getting very expensive, and that alone gets the attention of the CEO,” says Steve Andriole, a senior consultant at the Cutter Consortium. “It’s critical that the CEO is aware of these IT investments.”

 

The role of the CIO has moved from technical planning and implementation to strategic planning and organizational management. The current role of the CIO is now more broadly strategic.
 

The relatively limited vision of the IT function is rapidly expanding as knowledge management is recognized as a central component of organizational strategic planning.
 

The ideal resume of the CIO usually includes both technical/engineering qualifications, plus a background in finance, marketing and strategic planning. 

 

The CIO has become increasingly involved with external as well as internal customer support. The perceived success of the IT role was previously associated more with internal communications and networking than with external customer-based technology support. This role has rapidly changed as knowledge management expands to include external as well as in-house support functions. 

 

Required Characteristics:

 

So what are the qualities of a 21st century CIO?  Well, according to an executive recruiter from Korn/Ferry
[1]: 


1. Leadership. 

The number one requirement for the position of Chief Information Officer is Leadership!  This is the quality that is not only in every search specification, but most frequently comes up first and most emphatically as in, ‘What we really need is a leader.’ Leadership is that subjective but easily discerned quality that sets great CIOs (and other types of great managers for that matter) apart from good CIOs. Leaders are special people — visionary, passionate, inspirational, wise, charismatic, confident, influential, risk taking, encouraging, positive, reassuring, creative thinking, goal setting, helpful, supportive, principled, honorable, fair and open individuals. Leaders serve as role models. They stimulate ideas and they coax the best from, and give recognition to all those around them. Leadership is the very best career currency one can have.

 

2. Expertise in aligning and leveraging technology for the advantage of the enterprise. 

This requirement is always a cornerstone of the CIO search specification process. Specific facets of technology such as ERP, Web infrastructure, e-commerce, CRM, sales force automation, data warehousing, etc., come up frequently but are often downgraded to ‘preferred’ status. Even less commonly required is experience with specific application software packages such as SAP (the most requested), or any particular operating software platform such as UNIX, and almost never any specific brand of hardware. By way of contrast, these elements were far more frequently required of MIS Directors, the previous generation of IT leaders. 


3. Business savvy. 

In the eyes of senior management as well as peers, the most visible and frustrating shortcoming of senior IT managers is a lack of understanding of business — both the employer’s specific area of commerce as well as business in general. CIOs that don’t make a strong effort, or don’t have the capacity to develop an in-depth knowledge of the industry served and the organization’s business strategy, operating model, value proposition, market position and competition, are doomed to fail since they are inherently limited in the value that they can add to the organization’s progress and well being. Similarly, a foundation in the principles of accounting, finance, supply chain management, marketing, sales and distribution channels, both traditional and online, is necessary to succeed and therefore required by senior management.  This is one of the reasons that the MBA is an important tool in the CIOs toolbox.

4. Relationship skills. 

From the vantage point of the CEO or COO searching for a CIO, whether for a new position or a replacement, dysfunctional connections and low rapport between the CIO and other C-level officers and business unit leaders is a highly observable and all too common reason for failure. This expectation also extends to interactions with customers, suppliers and partners. Relationship building takes interpersonal communication to the next level by establishing and maintaining a strong understanding, rapport, bond and trust between individuals. 

5. Management skills. 

Proficiency in directing and supervising people, projects, resources, budgets, vendors, and other business partners is essential. Great managers are also expected to be accomplished team builders, motivators, coaches and mentors. Setting priorities, assigning the appropriate resources against those priorities, and delivering on time and on budget are always seen as key requirements for a top CIO. 


6. Communications skills. 

The ability to intelligently articulate a strategy, an idea, a thought or a feeling in a clear and appropriate manner is an absolute must. Add in great listening skills as well as strong abilities in negotiation, persuasion, and conflict resolution. This requirement must encompass the written word, one-to-one verbal communication, group ‘platform’ skills, and public speaking. 


7. Ability to create and manage change. 

This is a very common and important requirement since most searches are not initiated to simply replace a CIO who has moved on. Far more of these assignments are undertaken for newly created positions in organizations that have never had a CIO, or to significantly upgrade the post from a legacy set of responsibilities to a true CIO role. Changing the posture of the IT function from an operational necessity to a strategic element is the highest priority here, with expectations of quantum improvements in both IT planning and execution. The ability to create change in the corporation’s operating and business processes, for both efficiency and competitiveness, is also commonly sought. Business process reengineering (BPR) and continuous process improvement (CPI) are on the minds of many CEOs, especially in tougher economic conditions.

 

8. Knowledge of and experience in a specific industry. 

A very common request — sometimes the client will insist on finding individuals from their own industry, for example banking, retailing, insurance, hospitality and the like. To increase the potential candidate pool I usually suggest consideration of candidates with alternative experience in industries with parallel business models, and the client will often expand the acceptable range of commerce sector experience. Occasionally a client will specifically request that a CIO candidate search be filled from another industry in an effort to import new ideas and thinking from a more progressive sector of the economy. 


9. International or global experience. 

This item probably would not have been on this list ten years ago. As organizations from all corners of the world seek to serve international outlets, and cross-border acquisitions become more common and create larger global corporations, it is frequently expected that a top CIO possesses an appreciation of foreign cultures and an understanding of doing business in foreign markets. Knowledge of a specific market, country or language is sometimes required. More generally sought is an openness and awareness, based on experience, that there are different ways of interacting with customers, suppliers, partners and employees, and diverse modes of conducting business in other parts of the world. 


10. Ability to hire, develop and retain high quality IT professionals. 

Surprisingly, this critical proficiency is often not higher on the list of required attributes of a great CIO, and sometimes not at all. The ability to attract, grow and groom, and hold on to excellent employees is too often broached by me rather than my client, and then is it is almost always added to the list if it was missing. Accordingly, I give high marks to CIO candidates who spontaneously promote and substantiate their prowess in this area in an interview with me. 

 

As an Executive Recruiter, Mr Polansky did an excellent job capturing the basic traits normally required by most organizations.  However, having served as an IT Director/CIO in several organizations over the past twenty years, I couldn’t help but ponder further on additional traits and responsibilities that I believe make an IT leader successful.  So what additional traits should the CIO have to be successful in today’s business climate?  

  

11.   Above Average Intelligence.
First of all, he/she needs to be just plain smart. Many CIOs were originally hooked by the intellectual challenge of computer technology: Hardware in the 1970s and 1980s, Software in the 1980s and 1990s, Networking and the Web in the 1990s to the present. Most continue to be drawn to the technology, and have demonstrated the ability to understand its potential beyond what general managers understand.  In fact, surveys indicate that CIOs tend to be more strongly motivated by new and stimulating job challenges than by financial incentives. However, successful CIOs recognize that they have to cross over the technical line to the business side.
  

12.   Business Managers First
Although generally highly trained in IT, contrary to popular belief, successful CIOs are generally not narrow technologists. Most are broad thinkers with fast minds. These executives are not only good at IT;   they are drawn to it, challenged by it. They're quick studies of management, thriving on the challenge of understanding its intricacies. Since successful CIOs view the world through an information lens, they frequently pick up on patterns that other executives, with their people-oriented, financial and customer-driven perspectives, will overlook.  

  

13.   Balanced View of Technology
Successful CIOs have a balanced view of technology. They have a deep understanding of the real power of IT as well as a healthy respect for the risks associated with force-feeding IT to a reluctant organization traumatized by previous over promises and under delivery of IT benefits. The puzzles that intrigue and engage successful CIOs involve designing IT into the business for strategic benefits, working effectively with senior management to make the organizational changes needed to get people to use that technology, and identifying organizational idiosyncrasies and qualified personnel who can smooth out those rough edges. 

  

14.   Must be an IT Architect
Successful CIOs approach technology from the perspective of architecture; similar to city planning. With bewildering speed, IT design has changed from mainframes to micros to networks. Digitization is revolutionizing everything: telecommunications, music, and video. But successful CIOs know they have to rise above the details of these tasks to bring order to them. The goal of extracting information of value to the business cannot be accomplished while buried in the details, and thus the concentration on architecture. Working with concepts like form and function, the CIO uses high-level schematic diagrams to define broad relationships among key technology components, and then burrows down to detailed plans and drawings, and then to lower-level lists of the hardware and software needed.  

 

15.   Has Knowledge and Abilities to Overcome Legacy Systems.

Often, the first real test faced by successful CIOs is what to do about legacy systems. The Organization usually has a dramatic and emotional legacy investment in systems that were developed over time and integrated deep into the innards of how the organization operates.  These legacy systems represent huge sunk investments. Unfortunately, sometimes legacy systems encourage legacy thinking—the idea that the organization's capabilities will always be limited by its current systems, making innovative strategies impossible to support. If legacy systems only support batch and on-line processing then the organization may be less likely to study whether wireless or e-business may be a viable solution—and thus may be missing out on major improvements in strategy, the benefits from which could be immeasurable. Unfortunately, the risk of successfully mounting a project to replace a legacy system is laced with so many organizational changes that the probability of success is generally poor.

 

Most CIOs linger over the legacy issue, but successful CIOs force the decision, manage through it and move on. For instance, Solvik's
[2] first item of business when he became Cisco's CIO was to address the legacy systems problem. Within nine months, Solvik and the Cisco management team had done away with the organization's legacy systems entirely, replacing them with Internet-ready technology.

 

16.   Understands Internet and Enterprise Relationships

As part of their architectural planning, successful CIOs see the Internet for what it is: a revolutionary collection of technologies that will drive the economy to the next level by unlocking the potential value in organizations, customer networks and the knowledge base of Internet users outside the firm. Like television in 1957, the Internet is on the verge of transforming from a technology to a medium, and that means the successful CIO will be responsible for how their firms will play in this arena.

 

The Internet has changed every organization's computer environment from a finite number of owned and controlled computers to millions of interconnected computers, a system that changes continually as new features are developed and made available through the Web. Thus, the idea of a single operating system controlled by a particular organization has become obsolete. Instead, the operating system is evolving into an open-standards environment in which the best components offered by any number of organizations—for security, encryption, objects, data, video and the like—win out.  Enterprise systems are becoming the standard.  The industry has grown from isolated departmental systems to Enterprise systems with middleware interfaces to external entities reaching out beyond the organization.

 

17.   Understands and is wary of the “Bleeding Edge”

No longer can CIOs look to one vendor to supply them with the operating system and to integrate every new feature onto their platforms. The result: successful CIOs keep their eyes open for major new trends—the potential for wireless appliances to supplant PCs as the dominant method for getting on the Internet, for instance—and embrace the challenge of increasing complexity.  However, they clearly understand the difference between the leading edge and the “bleeding edge” of technology.

 

18.   Appreciates the “extended enterprise”

Successful CIOs view their organizations as IT-enabled networks designed to exploit resources, including, but not limited to, the information resource. Unlike the functional hierarchy of the Industrial Age, the Information Age organization is permeable—its boundaries are soft. The network organization is an "extended enterprise" that includes suppliers and customers. The successful CIO sees this network as a natural conduit for the free flow of information in creating business value.

 

19.   Is a Knowledge Manager

Critical to the success of these organizational networks is the knowledge they depend on, and knowledge management is now evolving to manage and exploit its potential value. Successful CIOs understand the value of knowledge and lead in the effort to manage and exploit it. To that end, it is imperative that the CIO assists the organization in understanding and promoting the value of intellectual capital—knowledge and human assets—without which no organization can succeed. The CIO should help to create the homemade internal working measures needed to track the true business value of the information capabilities created, and use those measures of intellectual capital to convince internal or external capital spending committees to endorse spending on IT initiatives that create, conserve, share and protect intellectual assets.

 

         Some examples of the "offensive" activities employed would include endeavors such as strategically sharing information with supply-chain partners (to improve inventory control, coordinate delivery times and enable customized logistics solutions) and working more closely with Banks on e-business activities. 

         The "defensive" activities employed should include data administration, developing virtual private networks, and security and encryption.

 

As Michael Porter has pointed out in his recent Harvard Business Review article, "Strategy and the Internet," business strategy is a discipline in itself. Strategy is a complex process of building integrated component parts into a system. By itself, IT is not a strategy; nor is the operational efficiency enabled by IT a sustainable strategy. IT has no inherent content, no inherent value. IT functions as an enabler. The successful CIO needs to understand this connection and not count on technology to do too much. Technology enables, but there must be something to be enabled. Technology, for example, can make a rigid, hierarchical organization more hierarchical, but it can also help a horizontal organization function more aggressively in network mode.

 

Therefore, the successful CIO should not view the job as simply providing IT resources to support strategies already in place. A support orientation is purely passive, and it works fine as long as IT has no more than an incremental role to play in strategy. Instead, he should be right in the midst of the process of formulating strategy, providing ideas on how IT might be used for strategies that are impossible without it. In essence, the CIO needs to understand that the information systems they conceive today will determine tomorrow's information-processing capabilities, which in turn provide support for the set of future strategies that the organization can choose from.

 

20.   Understands True Value of IT

In the past, IT applications were labeled "strategic" if they involved large amounts of money, lacked a solid economic rationale but executive support, or were being used—for better or worse—by industry rivals and were thus considered required to stay in the game. Successful CIOs have never been fooled into thinking that IT investments become strategic through industry fads. They know that IT gains strategic importance only when it supports or augments how the information collected, analyzed and carried by technology can be used to create value allowing the organization to better accomplish its objectives. They also recognize that truly strategic IT—using information (gathered not only through IT infrastructure but through a organization's essential business processes) to bolster its strategic options and its ability to alter its strategic tactics based on real-time information—is still in its infancy.

 

That's why most successful CIOs don't allow their view of the dot-coms and what can be learned from them to be clouded by dot-vertigo. The dot-com revolution isn't over just because the latest Nasdaq bubble has burst. The most profound impact of the dot-coms will come in the changes that have been stimulated in very large organizations.  Dot-coms tested the traditional assumptions about how organizations worked, stretching the limits of what was possible, forcing businesses to re-evaluate their vulnerability to attacks by smart, technology-enabled entrants. The dot-coms experimented while the smarter organizations learned, and these organizations have been changed in ways that may not become apparent until they start competing head-to-head in truly electronic markets.

 

21.   Accessible
Another key to being a successful CIO is to make yourself highly visible, building relationships and trust with peers, working persistently and facing boldly the tough decisions that go with the job. He must lead without controlling, without simply telling people what to do. Traditional IT leaders were trained to control, and systems were the medium of control. 

 

22.   Willing to Assist Peers and Superiors

The days are long gone when it was fashionable for senior managers to declare, "I am not a technologist, nor do I personally use computers." What was fashionable then is embarrassing now. Today, computers and the Internet are so pervasive that every manager must be proficient in directly using computers and networks. The CIO must lead the way in the effective use of IT on the part of managers in the organization. Communications are generally face-to-face or electronic—paper memos have virtually disappeared. Like every other effective executive, CIOs, despite an affinity for e-mail, "drop in" when only face-to-face will suffice. The successful CIO must have a mental algorithm that suggests to them which medium works best for the task they must perform. In-person meetings, for example, are typically best for orientation, trust-building and team renewal sessions. Implementation, however, requires asynchronous media—e-mail, intranets, and project databases—in order to maintain speed, particularly if the work is distributed. Face-to-face has become just another method of communication in the mix.

 

23.   Accepts Fiduciary Responsibility for IT

Like the CFO's fiduciary responsibility for ensuring that financial resources are secure and effectively managed, the CIO has a similar fiduciary responsibility for the corporation's information resources. When these resources are limited to accounting and budgeting for hardware purchases, packaged software, programming resources, maintenance and so forth, a conventional CIO can handle the responsibility. But the truly successful CIO extends this fiduciary stewardship by working to maximize the value of the information contained in the organization's systems—even though that value is not directly measured, budgeted for or well understood by higher management. The successful CIO thus extends this fiduciary responsibility from cost minimization to value maximization—from saving money to making money.

 

24.   Doesn’t get lost in the IT Trees.

In keeping with their managerial style and active management of information assets, the successful CIO must not only be a smart leader but a wise leader—a more complex and subtle task indeed. Smart leaders see only the "technology trees," though they can count them precisely. But the wise leader sees the "information forest." Smart leaders are focused on speed, responding rapidly and driving for fast turnaround. A wise leader looks for the long waves of change, beyond the momentary pressures. A wise leader can also be fast, but the speed is part of a larger, longer-term strategic context. Smart leaders are tempted into habits, done over and over again to increase speed, while losing sight of their original purpose. The wise leader creates practices—activities he performs in a variety of circumstances that improve with experience.

 

25.   Must be a skilled Project Manager

Facing the twin challenges of implementation time compression and ever-tightening IT budgets, CIOs find themselves more than ever under the gun to get their projects done on time and on budget. But while no one would debate the importance of expert project management for key IT initiatives, a recent survey of 1,077 CIOs and senior IT strategists by CIO magazine indicates that most of their organizations still have a long way to go before they master project management. At the same time, however, they believe that they themselves have done a better-than-average job of getting their projects done on time and within budget.

 

Truth be told though, only 10 percent of the respondents indicated that their organizations' most important IT initiative of the past two years had been completed both on time and on budget, although they were either on time or on budget about 50 percent of the time. Meanwhile, respondents gave themselves a success rating of 3.7 (on a scale of 1 to 5, where 5 is the most successful) in their ability to bring projects in both on time and on budget.  

 

A new Gartner/Morgan Stanley study of 25 years of tech spending estimates that U.S. organizations lost $130 billion on unnecessary software and hardware in the past two years alone. Worldwide, says London-based Gartner research director Andy Kyte, organizations waste as much as 20 percent of the $2.7 trillion spent on technology. Kyte's analysis of benchmarking projects Gartner has undertaken with organizations worldwide pegs the loss to project delays and needless purchases.

 

Today's CIO faces the highest rate of change of any senior manager. The rules for success for the top IT executive continue to change faster than any other discipline. Yet many of the most talented executives continue to seek out CIO positions, and thrive on the challenge. Today these executives are commonly referred to as “Renaissance” CIOs: an executive with a unique view of his or her role within the organization who is unafraid of the difficulties—architectural, managerial and strategic—of the job. For Renaissance CIOs, it's not just the best position in the organization; it's the only one they want.  

 

I hope this paper helps you in finding your Renaissance CIO, 
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