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Hey, What 
Do You Know?

When I got my first chief information officer (CIO) gig in August 
2000, I had no clue what I was doing. The skills needed to get 

the job—charm and charisma—differed from the skills required to 
do the job.

Over the past 20-plus years as CIO, chief technology officer (CTO), 
and now chief operation officer (COO), I have learned many lessons, 
practices, and techniques that I have used to foster and develop three 
winning IT Departments. Most of these lessons didn’t come easy; sev-
eral came through failure, embarrassment, and trial and error.

We all know you learn terrific lessons from failure. You need to 
learn from your wins as well. What worked? Why did it work? Maybe 
you got lucky by hiring a hotshot project manager who muscled your 
initiative across the finish line. Perhaps you think you’re winning, but 
you’re destroying your team morale. Don’t let the failure discourage 
you, and don’t let the wins make you cocky. Remove emotions from 
your performance self-assessment. This isn’t personal; it’s business. You 
are not defined by your last project. 

Build Your Skillset
An essential parenting skill is to remember when you were your kid’s 
age. As much as the world has changed, remembering what you did, 
thought, and felt in middle school and high school will make you a 
more empathetic parent. This concept applies directly to leadership. 
I started as a programmer/analyst, an old term for developer. I moved 
my way up to senior programmer analyst, manager, senior manager, 
director, and then VP of applications. In each of those roles, I paid close 
attention to my leaders and, frankly, judged their behavior. There were 
some behaviors I despised, some I loved, and some I didn’t understand. 
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Become an Empathetic Leader4

By remembering what it’s like to be in the trenches, you’ll hopefully be 
a better General to your troops.

If you didn’t work your way up to CIO and instead came through a 
different path, there’s still hope for you. If your path was a boarding 
school, Harvard, McKinsey, and now CIO (congrats, that’s impressive), 
you must put in extra time and energy to get honest input from the 
rank and file. If your path to CIO was from a business function, read 
The Adventures of an IT Leader by Robert D. Austin.1 In that book, a 
functional leader complains so much about IT that the CEO puts him 
in charge of it. There are a lot of good insights in that book. The most 
important insight is understanding why the prior CIO got fired.

Technology is one part of the CIO role—albeit a small part. Five 
critical skills are needed to be a successful CIO:

1.	 People skills
2.	 Business expertise
3.	 Technical prowess
4.	 Project management
5.	 Administration

You’re probably good at three or more of these, or you wouldn’t 
have gotten the job. What’s your weakest subject? Focus on rounding 
out your skillset in each of the areas. Put the most effort into the items 
you struggle with.

Grow Through Listening
As you look to improve, start by listening. Listen to your team. Listen to 
your peers. Seek out and listen to other CIOs. Read everything you can 
get your hands on. Build a network of IT leaders across your industry. 
Being a CIO is a lonely job. Although I use the word peers to describe 
the other executives in your company, they aren’t peers in the sense that 
they can relate to your challenges. The first time I sat down and had 
a beer with a CIO from a similar-sized company in the same industry, 
I could feel the stress leave my body. I was not alone—CIOs in other 
companies have similar challenges. When I left retail and took a CIO 
role in senior living, the issues were remarkably similar.
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Every company has challenges, and every CIO is struggling to balance 
the demands being placed on them. Seeking these conversations is not 
just imperative for your education; it’s also good for your mental state.

I vividly remember an uncomfortable discussion with the chief 
supply chain officer. Let’s call him Joe. Joe said to me, “Every day, we 
complete all of our work before we go home. If we get 10,000 orders, 
we stay until 10,000 orders are shipped. If we get 15,000 orders, then 
we work until they get shipped. IT only completes a small fraction of 
what I need. Imagine if we only shipped 100 orders and called it a day.” 
An IT Department’s unique challenge is that only a tiny percentage of 
what is requested ever gets completed. Keeping your business partners 
satisfied while rarely giving them what they want is a tricky business.

A Proactive Mindset
In January 2020, mere weeks before the coronavirus pandemic utterly 
disrupted our world, I was promoted from CTO to COO of The Vitamin 
Shoppe. While I still oversee the IT Department, I am now one of its 
biggest customers. We’re in the digital age, and all of my functions 
rely heavily on technology to be successful. Seeing IT from the outside 
changed my perspective.

As the COO, I consider every problem in our business to be my 
problem. When you accept that everything is your problem, you save 
a lot of time and energy not being defensive and pointing fingers. Can 
you develop this mindset without being a COO? A leader who focuses 
on fixing problems is a valuable asset to their organization.

We are in a changing field in changing times. A career in technology 
is a lifelong commitment to learning. Having the mindset and will-
ingness to learn and adapt is vital to building and running a world-
class IT Department. In the next chapter, we’ll look at what sets an IT 
Department head and shoulders above the rest.
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