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I N T R O D U C T I O N

S O F T  S K I L L S  Y I E L D  H A R D  R E S U LT S

L
et’s begin with the good news. There has never
been a more energizing time to be a chief information offi-

cer, or CIO. Technology is the single most powerful enabling
force available in business today—a tool executives and boards
of directors increasingly recognize for its potential.

But be careful what you wish for! We now must meet those
heightened expectations. Answering the question, “How can
CIOs best deliver on the promise of IT?” is what this book is all
about, and we begin by building on what you already know.

CIOs understand they need to manage IT processes in order
to deliver results and to meet key expectations. They also under-
stand the need to lead people in order to deliver on those goals.
However, what many don’t understand—and indeed what
we didn’t fully understand ourselves before we started our
research—is the incredibly important interplay between the two.

Focusing on leadership and people skills—the “soft” things
that many CIOs tend to minimize in their quest to keep up with
their day-to-day responsibilities of managing IT—is in fact the
biggest determinate of their success, or failure.
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In the pages ahead, we will not only identify which specific
skills are the most important but also explain: (1) how you can
develop them and (2) why there is a huge payoff—both profes-
sionally and personally—if you do.

Soft skills yield hard results. We kept returning to this
observation throughout our careers. Whether we were imple-
menting IT-enabled projects, heading a CIO practice, coaching
CIOs, or working with CEOs and boards on CIO hiring and
talent development, this thought kept coming back to us. It
seemed that those five words—soft skills yield hard results—
always explained why a project succeeded. Conversely, the
absence of those soft skills invariably was the reason it failed.

It didn’t matter whether the company was introducing new
hardware, implementing a major business initiative, or trying to
turn around an IT organization; the harbinger of success was
always the same. If the CIO had a good working relationship
with everyone involved, from the business sponsors to vendors
to colleagues organizationwide, the project invariably worked.
Those soft people skills carried the day. If there was discord,
strained relationships, or personal or professional opposition
going in, you might as well have called off the whole thing
before it began. There was never going to be a happy ending.
Time after time, it was clear that soft skills yielded hard results.

When we observed success, it was not that the smartest
people or the best technologists were promoted first. Instead,
the IT executives who had the best relationships and could
earn “followership”—not only with their employees, but more
importantly with their business partners within and outside the
organization—rose through the ranks the fastest. Most impor-
tantly, they were perceived—particularly by their business peers

All CIOs must deliver results. What distinguishes the best is how

they do it: through people, by people, and with people.
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throughout the enterprise—as successful leaders. That’s no small
thing, as you know.

In contrast, good CIOs often complete their projects on time
and on budget. Networks are available when needed. Data is
valid and secure. And yet, the perceived view of IT isn’t great
within the CIOs’ companies. Executives outside the department
point to business process changes that weren’t supported or
claim that all the discussions with IT are about cost when the
focus should be business enablement. The net takeaway, despite
a CIO’s accomplishments, is that the IT department in general,
and the CIO in particular, is frequently perceived as being out of
sync with the rest of the organization. And all too often, per-
ception is reality.

But we observed the CIOs with the best people skills did
not suffer from this perception, because they used their soft
skills to influence expectations well ahead of when priorities
were set or a project began. Before a dime was budgeted, or
staff time allocated, they were meeting with their colleagues,
engaging in candid two-way conversations that defined what
success would look like. Then they delivered against the expec-
tations they helped set. As a result, the organization felt the
investment of time and money in IT was worth it.

Soft skills produced hard results. This observation gave us
an almost sixth sense that allowed us to predict whether a new
project would succeed or flame out—and whether someone
newly minted in the CIO role was destined for superstardom or
soon would be looking for work. But for the longest time, we
never really realized the full power of this insight as a way to
help CIOs develop, improve, and ultimately excel in their role.

Then we got to talking during a break in a conference where
we were presenting separately. After catching up, the conver-
sation turned to questions that had been troubling us. If the
successful application of IT is critical to an organization’s
success—and just about everyone believes it is—then why are so
many CIOs still held in low esteem by CXOs (senior executives
with chief in their title)? Why does the rest of the organization
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all too often remain skeptical about the performance of its IT
department in general and the CIO specifically? In short, if
there’s been so much written about IT best practices, why are
so few CIOs perceived by colleagues, boards, and CEOs as
great leaders in their own right, continuously delivering great
value to the business?

We didn’t come up with an answer then and there. But we
promised to spend a great deal of time working on an answer
in order to help CIOs (and aspiring CIOs) better deliver on the
immense promise of IT, something that is a passion of all three
of us. Three years and countless hours of research, in-depth
interviews, and collaboration later, the result is what you hold
in your hands.

THE RESEARCH STARTED HERE

We began by asking the most basic question of all: How do we
describe a superior chief information officer? Our answer was
that great CIOs are inspirational leaders, consistently deliver
results, exceed expectations of key stakeholders, and maximize
the business value delivered via technology. Having agreed on
the definition, we then asked the same question you would:
What skills must a CIO have to do those four things?

When the question was asked that way, we thought of the
CIOs who, we knew, fit the definition. What set them apart from
the average executive? We noticed a clear pattern of people ori-
entation, collaboration, and inclusiveness, but can excelling at
soft skills mean excelling at being a high-performing CIO? We
felt that the best CIOs employed soft skills to produce hard
results. But could that really be the best explanation for their
success? It felt right. But if we applied science to the problem,
would we arrive at the same answer?

To find out, your authors joined forces. Karen and George
brought the full resources of Korn/Ferry International (KFI),
the world’s premier provider of executive talent management
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solutions, to the problem. Graham harnessed the power of
Gartner, Inc., the global leader in CIO and information technol-
ogy research and advice. The melding of KFI’s deep empirical
data on leadership competencies (over one million executives
studied) with Gartner’s research on IT trends and the evolution
of the CIO role would give us a unique and data-driven insight
into the makeup of a high-performing CIO.

Once we had established a data-based profile for CIO suc-
cess, we then set out to interview the best CIOs. Some of the
high-performing CIOs were identified according to their results
from KFI’s leadership assessment tool; others we identified
through recommendations from respected leaders throughout
our global networks. We nominated still others on the basis
of personal knowledge. Throughout, we cross-checked all of
the above with the best available research from outside sources
and through speaking with their peers and subordinates—we
needed to make sure we were not drinking our own Kool-Aid.
As we described in the appendix, we didn’t prejudge anything.
We simply asked all the CIOs about themselves, their leader-
ship style, how they saw their priorities, how they got work
done, and where they spent their time. There was nothing spe-
cial about our questions, but there was surely something special
in their answers. In the person’s own way, each of these high
performers told us that the key is people leadership.

As P&G’s Filippo Passerini (president, global business ser-
vices, and CIO) put it, “No amount of technology can replace
the power of motivated and energized people. That’s particu-
larly true if your mission is to make a real difference as CIO, to
create value via applying IT, to becoming a true strategic partner
for the company versus having IT be relegated to a ‘commodity’
function. If that’s your goal—and it is mine—people are central
to transforming the way we do business. IT becomes more of a
people business than a technology one. That’s why my first
focus is on people.”1

Again, this makes sense. We all share increasingly similar
core technology and best management practices. What varies
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most from CIO to CIO is how they lead, influence, inspire, and
work with the people all around them. It follows, then, that this
variable would be the biggest determinate of success. The sim-
ple diagrams in the figures help illuminate why that is the case.

THE PROBLEM: A LEADERSHIP VOID

In executing his or her day-to-day responsibilities, every CIO
runs the IT organization via an increasingly common set of
management systems (figure I-1). Even though it is not the most
exciting aspect of the role, disciplined IT management practices
are the very foundation for having the IT house in order and are
consequently a prerequisite for any CIO’s success in today’s
world. Couple that with the need to leverage IT to improve
business processes and business performance, and you have a
fairly good idea of the foundational aspects of the CIO role.2

Management systems

•  Strategy development

•  Planning; budgeting

•  Demand management;
    project prioritization

•  Program and
    project delivery

•  Run operations

•  Business process
    improvement

FIGURE I -1

The management side of the CIO role

Waller 00 001-016 INT r2 rr  8/4/10  6:54 AM  Page 6



INTRODUCTION 7

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34

S35
N36
L37

Leading people

• Establishing vision

• Inspiring change

• Creating
   followership

• Developing
   relationships

• Getting the most
   out of people

• Instilling common
   purpose

FIGURE I -2

The people side of the CIO leadership role

Beyond managing IT and applying business acumen, there
is hardly a CIO who does not agree—at least intellectually—
that providing leadership is a responsibility central to the CIO
role. Leadership is about change and doing things differently; it
requires setting a vision and inspiring others to follow. Core
leadership characteristics are depicted in figure I-2.

As we said earlier in this chapter, however, there is a great
interplay between management systems and leading people—
the intersection where superior results are created, or not.
Indeed, the dependence of CIO success on people leadership is
often poorly understood and underappreciated.

Unfortunately, we all too often see CIOs giving extremely
short shrift to the people-leadership part of the job. Whether
it’s due to the relentless management pressures of the position,
unwitting undervaluing of the merits of “the people thing,” or
a lack of the requisite skills, the results are painfully clear. We
observe the frustration of CIOs who feel neither heard nor
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Management systems

•  Strategy development

•  Planning; budgeting

•  Demand management;
    project prioritization

•  Program and
    project delivery

•  Run operations

•  Business process
    improvement

Leading people

Suboptimal
results

•  Does not fully
   embrace
   leadership as
   primary role

•  Underdeveloped
   leadership and
   interpersonal
   skills

FIGURE I -3

Underdeveloped people leadership constrains results

understood, who work tirelessly and sacrifice much personally
but receive little thanks in return, and who struggle to meet the
rising expectations of demanding business partners. As depicted
in figure I-3, an underdeveloped leadership capability under-
mines the capacity to optimize critical relationships and IT
management processes alike and ultimately constrains or totally
impedes CIOs’ ability to deliver results.

Our research revealed that while a void in leadership is
often a fatal flaw, it does not have to be the case. A CIO today
must excel in two roles. Only when you master the two halves
of the job—the management system and associated business
acumen on the one hand, and people leadership and the associ-
ated interpersonal skills on the other—can you deliver high per-
formance and superior results (see figure I-4).

Indeed, it is the ability to astutely leverage interpersonal lead-
ership at the intersection of these disciplines that distinguishes
high-performing CIOs. For example, while all CIOs create a
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Management systems Leading people

Superior
results

• Establishing vision

• Inspiring change

• Creating followership

• Developing relationships

• Getting the most out of  

 people

• Instilling common

 purpose

• Strategy development
• Planning; budgeting
• Demand management;
 project prioritization
• Program and project
 delivery
• Run operations
• Business process
 improvement

FIGURE I -4

Maximizing people leadership maximizes results

strategy, it is the high performers who have a vision that truly
compels the desired actions. While all CIOs implement systems,
it is the high performers who collaboratively partner to drive all
the business process and cultural changes needed to maximize
the business value of those systems. In short, leadership and
interpersonal skills applied on the right act as a force enabling
and amplifying the results of the processes and business knowl-
edge on the left.

THE ANSWER: THE CIO EDGE

While saying the best CIOs excel at people leadership is a nec-
essary starting point, that statement is insufficient to help you
know what to do or how to do it. As our three years of data-
driven research and field work came to a close, we distilled it
down to the behavioral patterns and key skills we believe are
the most critical to your success. The data (for an overview of
the supporting research, see the appendix) and our interviews
reveal that the best CIOs approach the role in a specific and
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predictable way. Specifically, high-performing CIOs distinguish
themselves by mastering the following seven skills:

• Committing to being a leader first. Everything else
comes second. Our research reveals that the highest-
performing CIOs are effective because they embrace
the idea that everything they need to accomplish will
be achieved through people, by people, and with people.
They don’t pay lip service to that idea. They live it. They
lead.

• Leading differently than they think. A high-performing
CIO is an incredibly complex and creative thinker. Yet
when it comes time to lead, they don’t rely on their
superior “smarts” and analytical skills to come up with
the best possible solution. They act collaboratively.

• Embracing their softer side. Effective CIOs manage
the paradox of gaining more influence by letting go
of control and allowing themselves to be vulnerable.
In turn, that vulnerability enables them to create deep,
personal connections—connections that provide the
ability to inspire people both inside and outside their
organization.

• Forging the right relationships to drive the right 
results. This skill may not be surprising. But the 
following observation may be. Great CIOs spend a
greater percentage of their time and energy managing
relationships that exist sideways: with internal peers,
external suppliers, and customers.

• Practicing communication mastery. All ways and
always. The best CIOs know that their colleagues—
especially the people who work for them—are
always watching. These executives understand they
are always on stage. They take advantage of that
situation by constantly reiterating core messages and
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values. Through their focus on clarity, consistency,
authenticity, and passion, they make sure their message
is not only understood but also felt. They want to
communicate a feeling that compels people to take
the right actions.

• Inspiring others. In exchange for a regular paycheck,
most people will give you an adequate performance.
But they will only give you their best work if they
believe they are involved in something greater than
themselves. The best CIOs make it clear that their
employees are involved in a greater good and that
their contributions are meaningful and valued.

• Building people, not systems. By developing people
all around them, these CIOs increase their capability
and capacity to deliver results. They also know that

Seven leadership skills

Core management
processes (e.g., strategy,
planning, program
execution, operations)

Management systems Leading people

• Commit to leadership
   first, everything else
   second

• Master communications

• Forge right relationships,
   drive right results

• Embrace your softer side

• Lead differently than
   you think

• Inspire others

• Build people, not
   systems

• The professional
   payoff: maximum
   business results
   and IT value 

• The personal payoff:
   greater fulfillment

Collaboratively
deliver maximum
business results

via people

FIGURE I -5

The CIO edge
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leaving behind the next generation of leaders is the
best thing they can do for the organization—it will
be their lasting legacy.

Indeed, as shown in figure I-5, The CIO Edge is dedicated
to these seven leadership skills and their professional and per-
sonal payoff. But before we go too far, now might be a good
time to address the cynics.

WHAT WE ARE NOT SAYING

Stressing leadership and interpersonal competencies—soft
skills—can seem squishy. Worse, skeptics (and less-than-great
CIOs) can get defensive and often jump to one of two objections:

1. Emphasizing the people stuff will cause your job
performance to suffer (because you will be taking
time away from your “real” work of managing the
technology investment).

2. Any decision to concentrate on soft skills will result in
you being branded “soft” yourself.

In light of all the research we have done, we fervently believe
that none of this is true. Indeed, a clear pattern from our inter-
views showed that the best CIOs, the ones who excel at people
leadership, also set the most aggressive goals and hold their peo-
ple accountable to the highest performance standards.

And even though the best CIOs are open and caring and
relate well, they have no reluctance to fire people who under-
perform. These leaders recognize that not only is it best for the
employee involved—if things aren’t working out, it does not
help either party to prolong the misery—but it is also unfair to
the rest of the team to carry someone who can’t contribute.

Even more pronounced is their zero tolerance for those
who do not exhibit the key values and behaviors such as team-
work, integrity, and accountability—behaviors deemed central
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to the culture being fostered. Effective CIOs fully understand
the toxic effect that just one bad apple can have when it comes
to these core values. By allowing such behaviors to continue,
they give tacit approval, hence undermining their very leader-
ship credibility.

Intriguingly, because the best leaders excel at the people-
related issues, they can move quickly when it is time to make a
change. They have the absolute belief, conviction, and forti-
tude that they must make the hard people decisions for the
organization to reach its full potential.

So the first misconception we need to clear up is that people
with great soft skills are soft themselves. The data shows the
exact opposite. Great CIOs take on the toughest challenges, are
accountable, and do not tolerate a victim mentality (e.g., “no
one knows how hard we work”; “we would be successful, if
only they would let us”).

Here’s the second potential misunderstanding we want to
address. We are not saying that people skills are all you need.
First and foremost, you need to be able to deliver (i.e., stable
operations and projects on time and on budget). You must
understand your company’s business model and the levers that
drive growth and profitability within the competitive landscape.
And, of course, you need to know what’s on the technological
horizon. But those are all the price of entry in the same way that
an understanding of how to balance a budget and make financial
trade-offs are things the CFO is assumed to know how to do.

Mastering the soft skills isn’t a replacement for the core
requirements of your job. It is instead a powerful enabler and
an amplifying force that allows you to exceed expectations and
maximize the value from IT.

The best CIOs embrace their soft side—without being 

soft themselves.
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HOW THIS BOOK CAN HELP YOU

So why keep reading?
Your success, and in some cases your professional survival,

will be strongly linked to your ability to shape and ultimately
exceed the constantly morphing—and challenging—expectations
of constituents internal and external to your company. Further,
if IT is going to be a strategic partner and high-value contribu-
tor (versus the “commodity,” low-value support function that
Filippo Passerini alluded to earlier), then the CIO must be a
great leader. And the pressure for you to fulfill that role is only
going to increase. For example, while we have always had to
get work done through others, as a result of the hypercon-
nected enterprise that we will detail in chapter 1, the “others”
(both internally and externally) are increasingly not within our
direct control. Not only may they be located halfway round the
world, but they may also report to different departments or,
increasingly, to other companies that are your strategic part-
ners. In this kind of environment, you lead not by issuing
orders, but by persuading and influencing, and you must know
how to do that extremely well.

None of this has gone unnoticed by boards and the members
of the C-suite responsible for hiring CIOs. They are increasingly
demanding their CIOs to be leaders first, and domain specialists
second.

There is one last benefit we want to address. Leading in a way
that emphasizes soft skills will help alleviate the burnout and
work-life balance issues that plague many IT professionals. Not
only will it relieve some of the relentless demands you face—
since you will be developing your people to the point where they
can take over many of your day-to-day responsibilities—but
the job will become more fulfilling since you know your legacy
will be the evolution of the next generation of IT leadership.

So your work life will improve significantly—you will
(finally) have the opportunity to deploy IT to the best possible
advantage of your organization, if you make our seven skills
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your own. And your personal life will improve as well. We
mention this last point for a particular reason. Many extremely
talented IT people don’t strive to become CIOs, because they
believe the job has to be all-consuming. The best CIOs prove
that this does not have to be the case.

WHAT’S AHEAD?

Here’s how the book will lay out from here.
Remember figure I-5? We will begin at the beginning and

explain why the approach in chapter 1, “Commit to Leader-
ship First, Everything Else Second,” must be your number-one
priority. We explain why you cannot underestimate the impor-
tance of this step and how the people skills that will give you an
edge today will be even more important in the years ahead.

In chapter 2, “Lead Differently Than You Think,” we will
unveil why, smart and as talented as you are, when it comes to
taking action, you must lead collaboratively. That new way of
thinking about your role and new way of leading will require you
to pay more attention to your people-leadership skills. How you
can learn to do that effectively makes up the central part of the
book: chapter 3, “Embrace Your Softer Side”; chapter 4, “Forge
Right Relationships, Drive Right Results”; chapter 5, “Master
Communications: Always and All Ways”; chapter 6, “Inspire
Others”; and chapter 7, “Build People, Not Systems.” We spend
a lot of time on these people skills for two reasons. First, for
many people, these skills do not come naturally, and second,
even among CIOs with good people skills, our research shows
there is substantial room for improvement. While there are, of
course, other books that address people and leadership skills,
we believe ours is unique in its depth of data-based research
focused solely on uncovering and sharing the unique skills of
the high-performing CIO.

We conclude by discussing the payoff from all this, not only
professionally (chapter 8, “The Professional Payoff: Delivering
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Business Results”) but personally as well (chapter 9, “The Per-
sonal Payoff”). We show you what you can do starting today
to move into the ranks of tomorrow’s best CIOs.

We like the flow, but you don’t have to be bound by it. Skip
ahead. Or read the chapters in any order you like. (We deliber-
ately made them modular.) You picked up this book because
you thought it could make you better at your job. We are con-
vinced it can.

What makes a great CIO is no longer a secret. Apply the
insights we have discovered—the CIO edge—to deliver signifi-
cant value to your organization and to create a lasting legacy.

Let’s begin.
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