
 
  

How Technical Should Tech Execs Be? 

Idea In Short

Technology executives like CTOs and CIOs must possess a solid technical
foundation—mastery of programming, system architecture, cloud computing, and
cybersecurity—but the role increasingly demands strategic vision, leadership, and
communication skills. As companies scale, deep technical knowledge remains essential for
credibility and informed decision-making, but the most effective leaders balance hands-on
expertise with business alignment, innovation, and the ability to translate technology into
company growth and resilience.

How deeply technical should Chief technology Officers (CTOs) and Chief Information
Officers (CIOs) be? Are these technology executives expected to be ace developers /
programmers?

Lately, I have been pondering and researching about this topic. Today's Information
Technology landscape is quite complex. Consequently, the role of the Chief Technology
Officer (CTO) / Chief Information Officer (CIO) has become increasingly complex and
multifaceted.

During my research, I stumbled upon the CTO Levels Framework from Etienne de Bruin; I
find this #framework quite compelling. It's a comprehensive approach designed to enhance
the effectiveness and strategic impact of technology executives.

This framework offers a structured #methodology for CTOs to assess and improve their
organizational performance across four critical dimensions:

1. Speed,
2. Stretch,
3. Shield, and
4. Sales
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By mapping of an organization's current state and its optimal operating level, this framework
enables technology leaders to identify areas for improvement and develop targeted
strategies for growth.

One of the key strengths of the CTO Levels Framework is its adaptability to various stages
of organizational development. As companies evolve, so do the demands placed on their
technology leadership. This framework ensures that CTOs can continually align their focus
and priorities with the changing needs of their organization, fostering scalable and
sustainable growth.

Moreover, the framework introduces a common language for discussing technology
organization focus and growth areas. This shared vocabulary facilitates improved
communication and transparency across different functions within the company, enabling
more effective collaboration and decision-making.

The CTO Levels Framework goes beyond technical proficiency, emphasizing the
development of executive presence and strategic thinking. These skills are crucial for CTOs
to drive innovation, influence organizational strategy, and effectively lead their teams in
today's competitive business environment.

For both experienced CTOs and those new to the role, this framework offers valuable
insights and guidance. It provides a roadmap for professional development, helping
technology leaders to enhance their skills, broaden their impact, and ultimately drive their
organizations toward greater success.

This means that there is a compelling argument for CTOs to possess deep technical
expertise and maintain hands-on involvement. While the specific requirements may vary
depending on the company's size, stage, and industry, having a technically proficient CTO /
CIO offers several significant advantages.

A CTO / CIO with strong technical skills is better equipped to develop and implement a
comprehensive technology strategy aligned with business goals. They can more effectively
identify emerging technologies that could disrupt the industry or provide competitive
advantages, make informed decisions about technology investments and resource
allocation, and lead digital transformation initiatives. This technical vision is crucial for
staying ahead in today's rapidly evolving technological landscape.
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Technical expertise allows CTOs to accurately assess the quality of technical work and
differentiate between good and great solutions. They can provide valuable insights into
complex technical challenges, guide the team in maintaining high standards of code quality
and system architecture, and effectively balance new feature development with bug fixing
and quality maintenance. This level of involvement ensures that the technical direction of
the company remains sound and aligned with best practices.

Deep technical knowledge enables CTOs to assess potential technical risks and develop
mitigation strategies, implement robust cybersecurity measures, ensure compliance with
data protection regulations, and respond effectively to security incidents. This expertise is
invaluable in today's landscape where technology-related risks can have significant
business implications.

Technical expertise enhances a CTO's / CIO's credibility when making technical decisions
or advocating for resources. It improves their ability to negotiate effectively with vendors
and partners, and enhances their capacity to mediate conflicts and make informed trade-
offs between competing priorities. This credibility is crucial for gaining the trust and respect
of both the technical team and other executives.

While the hands-on involvement of a CTO / CIO may decrease as a company grows,
maintaining technical proficiency remains crucial. It allows CTOs to stay connected with the
day-to-day challenges faced by their teams and make more informed strategic decisions. A
CTO's / CIO's role encompasses many non-technical aspects such as leadership, business
strategy, and communication, a strong technical foundation is essential for excelling in this
position.

It enables CTOs to drive technological innovation within their organizations, make informed
decisions, and effectively lead their teams in an increasingly complex technological
landscape. The combination of technical depth and strategic vision positions CTOs to be
truly effective leaders in today's technology-driven business environment.

As the technology sector continues to shape the future of business, such frameworks as the
CTO Levels play a vital role in preparing technology leaders to meet the challenges of
tomorrow.
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Summary

While not all CTOs and CIOs need to be ace programmers, they must have deep technical
proficiency to set technology strategy, assess technical risk, and maintain credibility as
leaders. This foundation enables them to bridge technical and business priorities, drive
digital transformation, and safeguard enterprise security, even as their responsibilities
expand into team leadership, cross-functional influence, and long-term innovation.
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