CIOs who demonstrate leadership traits are climbing the corporate ladder into other C-level positions.

By Karen J. Bannan

If you’re a CIO who has trouble letting go of a pet project or delegating management to others, you may be restricting your own career advancement. Instead of gaining praise for your dedication, these professional traits could be seen by senior managers as negatives in the C-suite. That’s the consensus of many CIOs who have moved up the corporate ladder, as well as consultants who coach execs on career advancement strategies.
IT professionals, by nature, take ownership of a project or problem and see it through until the end. While this means high-quality work — and usually the first time around — it also can bog down a CIO in daily details. In fact, executives who let go of the do-it-yourself strategy will find themselves moving up the corporate ladder more quickly than others. Jonathan Fornaci, president and chief executive officer of Straw Hat Pizza, was one CIO who leveraged his leadership strengths to take him to the next level.

A decade ago, Fornaci was CIO at GE Capital and at Web development firm Proxicom Inc. —now iCrossing. At GE Capital, he was a CIO and CTO for the Genstar division. Then he was promoted to CIO/CTO for 10 divisions of GE Capital, which prepared him well for the multiple tasks of running a business. When the opportunity arose to become chief executive at Straw Hat Pizza last February, Fornaci felt up to the challenge, and the board agreed. The 50-year-old West Coast franchise company has had its financial ups and downs, but Fornaci was viewed as a change agent who could help the business grow again. One reason he was seen as someone with C-level potential was his propensity to give employees not only accountability but authority — something he often did while in his role as an IT chief, he says 
“CEOs don’t implement solutions; they create a vision for the COO and CTO to implement, and that’s no different from what CIOs should be doing in their own department,” Fornaci says. “Success is really about seeing the bigger business picture and hiring the right people to help get that vision from point A to point B.” Straw Hat recently hired a corporate blogger to reach out to customers and partners — one way that Fornaci is using his IT expertise to aid marketing at the firm.
Recognizing Talent
Boris Kraft, CEO at Magnolia Americas Inc., based in New York, took the notion of delegating a step further. When Kraft was CIO at the parent company — Basel, Switzerland-based Magnolia International Ltd. — from 2000 until 2007, he set out to hire his replacement each time he recruited a new IT professional. And to do that, he was more than willing to look for candidates who didn’t necessarily fit a traditional IT job description. Kraft looked for people who were “razor-sharp” and very interested in working in a team environment. He describes his favorite traits as “the willingness to work outside the box and make up their own minds.” These qualities are especially critical at a fast-paced software development company such as Magnolia. Someone who “is really smart as well as willing to do what it takes to get a job done,” is a great asset, Kraft says. Nevertheless, few American companies understand this concept, he says. “They hire people who have done the same thing before so there’s less risk, but then there’s also less chance of excellence.” 

Fornaci and Kraft may be the exceptions, says Jeffrey J. Fox, founder of Fox & Co. Inc., an international executive consulting firm based in Chester, Conn. Fox, who is also the author of “How to Become CEO: The Rules for Rising to the Top,” says these executives have learned a lesson that few CIOs master: how to create change in their companies. Moreover, they’re willing to hire the best people and aren’t afraid of employees who are go-getters — even if they want the CIO job. They know that those are the people who are going to make them look good and help them move ahead as well.  
As a CIO at a tech company, it’s often easier to build relationships internally and externally and to show the business value of IT compared with other industries, Kraft acknowledges. His ability to take the best of IT — a new industry technology development, for example — and spin it into business benefit, helped him move ahead from his former CIO position. “I could keep track of the latest developments and what was happening and then figure out how it affected the business,” he says. Kraft knew how to speak about IT to everyone in the organization — not just the technology department — and that’s a big plus if you aspire to be a top executive. A former CIO usually finds it easy “to walk into a meeting and talk to programmers and tech guys and understand their problems as well as the latest developments,” says Kraft. What’s more difficult is taking those problems and “turning them into something we can talk to the CEO about: the numbers at the end of the quarter.” 
Ask a Mentor

One of the most obvious, yet underused career strategies, is actually asking for help and advice, according to Bruce Skaistis, founder of eGlobal CIO Advisors, a consulting firm in Winston-Salem, N.C. He advises CIOs to find a mentor. Whether that’s someone who can school you in business and finance topics, or help you plot a specific career path, laying out milestones along the way, you will get ahead quicker, says Skaistis, if you verbalize what you need. 
Having a mentor is “an effective tool to help you move along,” he says. “A mentor or teacher will help you take the IT blinders off.” This will also help you see the bigger corporate picture. Skaistis suggests seeking out former IT managers and leaders who have made transitions similar to the one you’re looking to make. 

“Most of us are willing to share some time and expertise because once you make that transition, you are a believer,” he says. 
Mike Lane, the chief operating officer of SellingSource, an entrepreneurial company that provides turnkey systems, services and infrastructure to the consumer finance and micro-loan industry, took a direct approach to his career advancement (see related story). Lane made his goals and aspirations known immediately when he joined the company last year as CIO, says Glenn McKay, the company’s president. 

“When Mike started working with me a year ago, he told me outright that he would like to move up,” and he asked what he needed to do to make that happen, explains McKay. Lane’s approach was straightforward and positive, McKay says, so it was a good way to plant a seed. Of course it took more than just words to make this happen. McKay says Lane exhibited what he calls a “consensus-based management style.” He set goals for his IT team members to help them move ahead, developing two career paths within IT. One allowed them to climb up the corporate management ranks, while the other was for employees who preferred to work behind the scenes in programming and support. Lane also gave credit where it was due. He let individuals share his spotlight — something that was valued as part of SellingSource’s corporate culture.

Business education can also take a more formal path, says David Webb, COO of SVB Financial Group, a commercial bank serving U.S. as well as global clients. Webb, who was formerly CIO of Silicon Valley Bank, VP at Goldman Sachs, and CIO of Finance One, says his MBA from Northwestern University’s Kellogg School of Management, was an invaluable steppingstone. “Broad experience and education put you in a good position to move ahead,” he agrees. 
But you don’t necessarily need to get an MBA to further your education, says Heather Clarke-Peckerman, owner and president of Parsippany, N.J.-based HCP Consulting Group. Old-fashioned networking can also help teach you the things you need to know, she says. “Position yourself so you have a lot of face time with people who can help you get ahead and learn,” she says. “Go to networking events and chat with people.”
Beyond Black Boxes

If the dinner circuit doesn’t suit you, however, you can also make valuable professional connections in more subtle ways, says Fox. For example, you can ask to be part of non-IT meetings. Fox says that compared to other C-level executives, CIOs often have trouble understanding customer needs — and that holds them back. In order to advance, they need to understand and build customer relationships, he says. 

Fox was recently working with a client in discussions about a new product. He was impressed that the company’s CIO asked to sit in on the meeting because he was anxious to demonstrate to the CEO and colleagues that he understood innovation and the product line. “He went into the meeting asking questions that were very atypical of a CIO: ‘Why will this product sell?’ ‘What’s our competitive edge?’ He showed everyone that there was more to him than black boxes.” 
Another key strategy is to schedule “shadow time,” which can yield understanding of each key department within your company, says Fox. “Ask to spend a few days traveling with the three best sales people,” he says. “Then go meet with the advertising agency and the customer service team. Every great manager has to see his or her company through many eyes — the salesperson’s, the competitor’s, the customer service group’s and the customer’s.” 
Michael Curran, CEO of the Boston Stock Exchange and its former CIO, says this strategy has served him well. “Earlier in my career I basically went to sales and marketing [people] and said I wanted to go out with them — see clients and meet with the people who write the checks,” he explains. As a result, he spent most of his first six months as CIO “getting to know the clients.” 
Viewing the company from this high level helps every department become less siloed, says Straw Hat Pizza’s Fornaci, and it inspires team members to come up with solutions that fall outside their expertise and job description. “You never tell your team, ‘This is the way you have to do it.’ You give them latitude. You give up control. You don’t micromanage.”  
And when executives master these skills, they deliver results, and that’s the ultimate metric for moving up the corporate ladder. Magnolia’s Kraft says a delicate balance is needed: “I know what’s going on across my company, but I trust that I’m not the only one who is going to get things done.” 
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