
An Eye to the Sky

Preparing yourself for career advancement would seem to be the most self-centric task facing you as the IT Manager, but the skills you’ll 
need to do so will actually make you a better boss and colleague to your staff.

Executive summary

Like everyone else in the firm you should be keeping one eye on professional 
development and career advancement. When it’s time to move up you might 
have to deal with more than just computers, but your experience with your 
particular workplace will be invaluable, so use it.

After managing the IT department, putting out the fires, encouraging the staff to do their 

best and proving the value of the unit to the CEO and board, the next logical step in your 

career is the CIO’s office.

	 First thing – the on the job training you’re receiving now is indispensable. It’s different for 

CEOs and Chairpeople who hop from one board or company to another, streamline to cut 

costs and then move on.

	 But every company is different, and your hands-on experience gives you insider 

knowledge of the tics and idiosyncrasies not just of your organisation and culture but 

the industry as a whole.

	 As this story says, those polled said experience in operations was more important than 

formal succession plans every time.

	 So while you accumulate skills, push them. Look for challenges, projects you can tackle 

and excel at that will command notice among the higher ups. Be sure they’re not just flashy 

cutting edge technology deployments for their own sake, either, but projects that add real 

value to the business.

No I in team

	 Unless you run the IT department entirely by yourself, you’ll be surrounded by people who 

hold some measure of your success in their hands. Treat them well, be inclusive, recognise 

their talents, give them room for growth and advancement of their own.

	 Get everyone involved – IT is an organisational and not just a departmental issue. Talk to 

people across the business, learn about the challenges they can face and how you can help. 

That will ensure you understand how people with disparate tasks use technology.

	 Such multi-dimensional thinking will prove to those above you you’re already thinking 

about the health of the whole organisation, not just your isolated silo.

Business acumen

	 When you get to CIO, you’ll be even further removed from machinery, systems, 

applications and data. As the name suggests, you’ll be dealing with information that 

makes your organisation successful.

	 That means you’ll be considered for advancement even more if you have an appreciation 

of more than just IT. Make it your business to learn more about other business practices – 

and show you’re interested and skilled by getting involved and making suggestions, 

like you’ve been asking staff in other departments to do with you.
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Familiarise yourself with areas like;

Marketing

	 Positioning the organisation in a given market or industry is increasingly reliant on digital 

information and assets, so the management of them is your foot in the door of understanding 

what they’re used for.

Risk assessment

	 With everyone from the chairperson to shareholders braying for blood in an ever-more risk 

averse environment, no venture or decision should be made without an informed, quantitative 

rundown of what could be gained – or lost. If you’ve never heard of a SWOT (strength, 

weaknesses, opportunities, threats) assessment, study up.

Security

	 It’s much more than antivirus and backing up, as you well know, but you might not know 

the extent to which the principles of cybersecurity are finding their way across the corporate 

sphere. Perhaps most emblematic of the spread is the recent trend for Chief Information 

Security Officers, a position that will have a lot of overlap with that of the CIO.

Business Development

	 Storing, managing and actioning sales efforts was one of the first areas transformed by IT 

with server-level or cloud based CRM tools, so you’ll certainly have exposure to the data, 

but some experience with how it’s used in a live setting will open your eyes further.

	 While it’s good to have an appreciation of the above disciplines (and any more your 

organistion’s regularly active in), here’s another surprise about why knowledge of them will 

only make your CIO bid more effective. One CEO quoted in a recent article said not all CIOs 

will come from technical backgrounds.

	 Just like you should be familiarising yourself with all the other business units, today’s 

widespread use of technology means everyone else at work is becoming more familiar with 

what you do, without even realising. In the flurry of getting things done on a day-to-day basis, 

everyone’s their own IT manager.

	 There’s no similarly organic process making you an expert in marketing, sales, risk or 

anything else the CEO will be looking for when it’s time to promote, so isn’t it time you 

got started? n 
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