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How to Become a CIO

Eight skills you’ll need, and some practical advice

I’m a bit concerned that aspiring 
CIO’s are looking for a “silver bullet,” 
a magic solution that they can easily 
apply and thereby instantly qualify to 
be a highly paid CIO.  The real world 
isn’t like that. Many years ago I had an 
employee who wanted to be promoted 
to a higher level position, and he kept 
telling me that if I promoted him to 
the higher level then he would show 
me that he can perform at that higher 
level. My answer to him was always 
the same: show me that you can be 
a star in your current position, and 
demonstrate some of the skills that go 
along with the higher level position, 
and I’ll promote you. But the work 
comes first – not afterward.

The same thing applies to aspiring 
CIO’s. If you demonstrate the capabili-
ties that a CIO needs, and if you get 
some proven business successes under 
your belt, then you can qualify for a 
CIO position in your current company, 
or you can convince a CIO recruiter 
that you can do the job elsewhere. 
But you must have the successes first. 
That’s what recruiters are looking for 
– proven success stories – not people 
who have the potential to succeed.

Eight Qualifications for a 
CIO

Here’s my own list of qualifica-

tions that you’ll need to develop to be-
come a CIO. First, you need the same 
kind of skills that are required for any 
senior executive position:

1. The ability to inspire confi-
dence and trust. Some call this “poise;” 
others call it “charisma.” It’s a qual-
ity that’s hard to describe, and even 
more difficult to develop and achieve. 
It comes from experience, self-con-
fidence, self-reliance, and knowing 
that you’re going to be successful at 
anything you attempt. And what’s 
more important, you make others 
know – without you telling them – that 
you’ll be successful at anything you 
attempt.

2. The ability to communicate 
clearly, succinctly, and emotionally to 
any audience, whether it’s stockhold-
ers, investors, your board of directors, 
or an entry-level clerical person. When 
I use the word “emotionally” I mean 
that the communication has to occur 
at multiple levels. At the surface the 
communication is intellectual, convey-
ing facts. But at a lower level there’s 
a communication that makes the per-
son want to agree and comply. At this 
lower level you’re doing more than 
communicating – you’re motivating 
and inspiring.

You may have noticed that the 
two skills I’ve mentioned thus far 
are the same abilities that politicians 
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need. That’s true, but if these are the 
only skills you have, then you may 
find yourself described as an “empty 
suit,” and you’ll certainly never be 
successful at an executive position. 
So we need to add a conscience and a 
belief system:

3. Consistent, demonstrated ethi-
cal behavior. You know what’s right 
– for yourself, for your organization, 
for your company, and for your coun-
try and the world – and your actions 
consistently demonstrate that you want 
to move things in the right direction.

With these first three qualifica-
tions we now have an ethical politi-
cian, but we need an agenda.

4. Intelligence and wisdom. In-
telligence to comprehend and truly 
understand what needs to be done. 
Wisdom to know what shouldn’t be 
done, and to understand the best way 
to accomplish things.

This fourth qualification has ruled 
out most politicians, so we’re begin-
ning to zero in on good executives.

5. Good judgment. Knowing the 
time and place to say or do what needs 
to be said or done. Good judgment 
comes from experience. Unfortunately, 
experience comes from bad judgment 
– either your own or the bad judg-
ment of others. The only way to get 
good judgment is to learn from your 
mistakes and from the mistakes of 
others.

6. Recognition of your own limi-
tations. This might seem to contradict 
Skill #�, in which I said that you 
know you’re going to be successful at 
anything you attempt. But if you truly 
know your own limitations, then you 
won’t attempt something that’s beyond 

your capabilities. You’ll constantly 
extend your limits, but you know the 
difference between being aggressive 
and being foolhardy.

7. Motivation to be a CIO in spite 
of all of the responsibilities and head-
aches that come with the job. If you 
don’t live and breathe to be a CIO, then 
you probably won’t get there.

8. A strong interest in apply-
ing technology to improve the busi-
ness. You probably wondered when I 
would mention technology. But note 
the words I used in describing this 
skill. A successful CIO doesn’t have 
to be a technology expert, and in fact 
most CIO’s aren’t technology experts. 
People who are highly motivated to 
become technology experts typically 
don’t have the other seven skills. Some 
CIO’s may have come from a technol-
ogy background, but if they were tech-
nology experts in their past, they’ve 
now left that skill behind them.

How Do You Become a CIO?

First, be realistic. Do you have 
the eight qualifications I’ve listed? If 
not, then can you get there at some 
point? Some of the qualifications can 
be developed over time, but I believe 
that some of these qualifications are a 
result of who we are – our basic per-
sonality type. There are some people 
who will never be a CIO, and that’s not 
a bad thing. What is a bad thing, how-
ever, is seeing some of these people 
deceiving themselves into believing 
that they can overcome insurmount-
able obstacles. They obviously don’t 
have skill #6, and it’s unfortunate that 
these people won’t find happiness until 
they recognize their own limitations 
and focus on things that truly do make 
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Harwell Thrasher is an author, 
speaker, and coach specializing in the 
human side of Information Technol-
ogy.  His latest book is Boiling the 
IT Frog: How to Make Your Busi-
ness Information Technology Wildly 
Successful Without Having to Learn 
Anything Technical, available from 
Amazon.com.  

See more on Harwell’s web site at 
www.makingITclear.com/itfrog.

Aspiring CIO’s might also be 
interested in Harwell’s free monthly 
email newsletter for CIO’s and senior 
executives.  You can subscribe to the 
newsletter at www.makingITclear.
com/#newsletter

them happy.

But let’s say for the sake of 
argument that you do possess all 
eight of these skills, or you’re close 
to possessing them. What do you do 
next? Recognize that having the skills 
themselves doesn’t make you a CIO; 
you have to create business successes 
to be recognized for what you are. 
And I emphasize the word “business;” 
technology successes don’t get you the 
recognition until those technology suc-
cesses translate into specific measur-
able monetary business success. Use 
technology to make your company 
a star (like eBay), or to make your 
company more competitive (like Wal-
Mart). Use your technology to improve 
productivity (like UPS) or to change an 
industry (like CheckFree). Technology 
leaders usually aren’t leaders of tech-
nology – they’re leaders in the use of 
technology for business purposes.

You don’t have to start at the top, 
and in fact no one does. You can apply 
CIO skills to your job as an IT project 
leader or as a department manager, or 
even as a programmer-analyst. But 
you have to remember that CIO suc-
cess comes from business success, and 
business success comes from thinking 
from your customers’ viewpoint.

How do you become a CIO? It’s 
not a leap – it’s just one more step in a 
continuing career progression of meet-
ing and exceeding business needs.

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1419664158/makingitclear-20
http://www.makingITclear.com/itfrog
http://www.makingITclear.com/#newsletter
http://www.makingITclear.com/#newsletter

