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Do Boards Need a 
Qualified Tech Expert?

What a CIO or CTO can 
bring to your boardroom
By Chuck Gray, Chris Patrick and Sven Petersen
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Companies are spending more on technology than ever before—Gartner projects global 
IT spending to be $4.5 trillion in 2023— but despite that massive investment, many 
companies have little to no technology expertise on their boards. 

This highlights the disconnect between how much a company values technology and 
how much they value the person running the technology. While tech has become 
the operating system of today’s companies, less attention has been paid to the Chief 
Information Officer (CIO) or Chief Technology Officer (CTO) who designs, guides, and 
implements these operating systems. Boards may invite the CIO or CTO to present 
updates to the board on a semi-regular basis, but now that tech underlies every part of 
the business that is no longer enough. Consider banks facing technology integration 
issues, glitches that prevent them from supporting customers, and privacy and security 
issues with retailers—all of these needs heighten the need for boards to have a director 
who is steeped in technology and has the expertise and knowledge to bring other board 
members along in their own understanding of these issues. 

However, CIOs and CTOs serving on boards is a relatively nascent movement, and there 
are three main reasons boards have been reluctant to add tech talent:

• Biased or insular view of IT leadership. 
We’ve found in our work that there is often a bias against tech leaders, and many 
assume today’s CIO or CTO hasn’t evolved from the IT director of yesterday. This 
assumption is more likely to be made if a company is still tackling legacy tech stacks 
and the transition to faster, more secure, and evolved systems is taking longer than 
the C-suite and board would like.  
However, many CIOs and CTOs have taken matters into their own hands and have 
broadened their range of expertise to be more strategic and can bring more to the 
board than simply tech knowledge. Many have also deepened their knowledge within 
technology, leaning more into product or cybersecurity, deepening the level of 
contributions they can bring to the board. 

• Prior board service trumps expertise. 
Boards want to appoint the savviest tech leader with the caveat that they must also 
have had prior board experience. Since so few boards have named tech leaders as 
directors, this creates a very limited number of CIOs or CTOs that these boards would 
consider bringing on. 

• Challenge of balancing diversity with experience. 
On one hand, adding a technology leader to your board is an excellent way to 
look beyond the CEO and CFO roles to add diversity to the board. However, when 
boards seek out a technologist who also has prior board experience and is an 
underrepresented minority, these leaders become incredibly hard to find.  
This reluctance to add technology leaders to boards is rapidly turning to willingness 
in some regions, due to regulatory changes. In some countries, proposed disclosure 

2



3

Insights
Technology

requirements may accelerate the need for a qualified technology expert. In the United 
States, there is a proposed Securities and Exchange Commission rule that would 
require boards to disclose who on the board is informed of cyber risk issues; how 
that director receives the information; how often the board discusses cyber risk, and 
how cyber risk is integrated into business strategy, risk management, and financial 
oversight. Boards will also need to note if any of their directors have expertise in 
cybersecurity and the scope of their experience, including technology roles they 
previously held.

Benefits of Technology Talent on Boards
The conversation about adding tech expertise to boards has been going on for well over a 
decade and now is the time for boards to recognize the full benefits of adding a director 
with not just a technology spike but extensive experience. There are three major benefits 
to having a CTO or CIO as a board member:

• They enhance the full board’s tech knowledge base. While most directors aren’t 
expected to be technology experts, they must understand the material issues 
technology and innovation raise for their companies. Bringing a CIO or CTO onto the 
board will elevate every director’s baseline knowledge level and enable more robust 
discussions—which will be even more critical in the future as technology becomes the 
operating system of the business.

• Turn conversations from tech risk mitigation to tech growth and scale. 
Experienced technology leaders can help companies fine tune their strategies, 
questioning management about their overall tech strategy, encompassing privacy, 
data, and security. They can also aid the management team in mining new 
opportunities in technology.

• They can mentor the sitting CIO or CTO. Tech leaders have been on the executive 
side of the table too and can help the current CIO or CTO enhance their storytelling 
and influencing abilities within the organization. This also builds a pipeline of future 
tech leaders to pull from as boards begin to seriously consider adding a tech leader as 
a director. 

A Qualified Technology Expert at the Table
Much in the same way audit committees have a qualified financial expert, boards should 
consider having a qualified technology expert as well. The advancements in AI, machine 
learning, and technology services and software will necessitate having a director who has 
a perspective on these fast-moving changes. 

To reap the benefits of tech talent, boards will need to rethink what “board ready”  
means for their organization and how they assess potential in future board members. 
They must look for curiosity—a tech leader who wants to go on the journey of board 
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service not just because they believe it’s the next step in their careers but because they 
genuinely are interested in how the board functions and want to contribute to creating 
long-term value. 

There will also be some work tech leaders need to do to prepare for board service. Read 
the next installment of this article on How Tech Leaders Can Prepare for Board Service.
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