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P r o f e s s i o n a l  D e v e l o P m e n t

Much has been written recently 
about the role of the higher 
education chief information 

officer (CIO) and the qualifications 
expected of potential candidates. As 
you consider career paths for senior 
information technology (IT) leaders, 
you might also seek a better under-
standing of another senior position in 
higher education’s IT arena—the role of 
executive director.

Position titles mean different things 
in different places, of course. In some 
institutions, the executive director is 
the sole IT leader, much like the CIO in 
other institutions. Elsewhere, “execu-
tive director” might be used to mean 
“deputy CIO” or “associate CIO,” that 
is, second in command. Regardless of 
the title assigned to any functional IT 
position, the benefits of serving as an 
executive director (by any title) are 
worth investigating. Let’s explore why 
and how.

Leadership, Management, 
and Dividing the Work

The role of higher education CIO 
has grown beyond the ability of any 
single individual to handle, especially at 
large, complex institutions, regardless of 
that person’s extraordinary talent. With 
this change has come the opportunity 
to share the work with a partner—an 
executive director.

The Executive Director: 
An Opportunity Worth 
Considering
Usually second to the CIO, the executive director brings high-level 
leadership and management to the organization, the campus, and the 
community
By Carrie E. Regenstein

The addition of a trusted partner isn’t 
just about lessening a CIO’s workload. 
At the simplest level, a second IT leader 
who can be called upon if the first is 
unavailable provides an advantage to 
the institution. More important, an 
institution can reap the benefits of 
having two highly trained minds rather 
than one. The dynamics of partnership 

in leadership can produce a qualitative 
improvement often unexplored in slav-
ish adherence to the notion “There must 
be one, clear leader!”

Let’s define an executive director as 
the number two in the IT organization, 
reporting to a CIO. The relationship 
might be purely hierarchical. It is, how-
ever, also possible to achieve some kind 
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of co-leadership of the organization, as 
the executive director often plays a key 
leadership role on campus and some-
times beyond.

Some aspiring CIOs may have shunned 
the idea of serving as an executive direc-
tor for fear that the role is purely tacti-
cal. They assume that the CIO leads 
strategic work on campus while the 
executive director manages operational 
work within the confines of the cen-
tral IT organization. This model indeed 
makes it difficult to progress through an 
executive directorship to a CIO position. 
Moreover, the focus on managing oper-
ational work will not attract talented 
higher education leaders to these posi-
tions. This is not the only model for the 
executive director, however. Consider 
instead the model of shared tactical and 
strategic leadership.

Requirements for Success
No magic formula helps determine 

the division of labor between CIO and 
executive director. The key to success is 
not the designation of who does what 
but rather the agreement of both par-
ties as to each one’s role, supported by 
a smooth flow of communication and 
work between the two. This dialogue 
needs to start—candidly but profession-
ally—before the partnership forms and 
must continue throughout its lifetime.

Successful partnerships are based on 
a shared vision for the institution and 
the organization, clear definitions of 
roles (but not so rigid as to preclude 
flexibility), and a relationship based 
on honest communication and trust. 
By necessity, such negotiations and 
work require that each person dem-
onstrate self-awareness and maturity. 
It’s fine for either or both people to be 
ambitious and to want to be the best 
they can be; it’s far less effective for the 
two to see themselves as competing.

Success depends on how a given 
pair of leaders chooses to divide the 
opportunities and challenges. Accord-
ing to Northwestern University Execu-
tive Director Patricia Todus and CIO 
Mort Rahimi, successful partnerships 
focus “more on function than on hard 
lines of authority.”1 Rahimi said that 
“mentoring can go both ways.” He 

explicitly “depends on Todus for stra-
tegic support because of IT’s increasing 
importance.”

Here at Carnegie Mellon, Vice Pro-
vost and CIO Joel Smith and I find that 
our collective attention to both strat-
egy and operations helps ensure that 
each endeavor is well informed, result-
ing in feasible strategies and (we hope) 
more meaningful day-to-day work for 
the organization. Following up on our 
strategies, I provide leadership on the 
organization’s cultural and quality-of-
life issues and concerns. Then again, 
this is an area of work in which I have 
experience and that I enjoy doing. The 
division of work between us thus falls 
along natural lines of responsibility and 
inclination.

Operational Work Included
Now, before you start sending in let-

ters of application for positions you 
might not like, let me be clear. Serving 
as an executive director generally does 
include a lot of operational work.

Soon after my arrival at Carnegie 
Mellon in September 2005, we learned 
that we needed to move 25 percent of 
our staff to another facility while trying 
to encourage more teamwork among 
departments that had only worked 
together for about a year. Although 
I had strategic responsibility for our 
architectural roadmap and new mid-
dleware infrastructure, by necessity I 
spent many cycles helping staff accept 
(and maybe even like) the move and 
their new spaces. Problematic cultural 
issues abounded, from the flavor of the 
coffee to the price of discounted soda 
in our break rooms. When one of our 
leaders had us write limericks to define 
our work, I wrote:

Well, I came to be part of the top
Of a place that just can’t seem to 
stop.
I lead roadmaps and plans,
Org alignments so grand,
Not to mention space, java, and pop.
Make no mistake—I do this work 

because it’s important and needs to be 
done well. At the same time, our CIO 
has engaged in such “operational” issues 
when the necessity arises, for example 
when he personally managed the solu-

tion of an air-quality problem in one of 
our buildings.

Overlapping Attributes
EDUCAUSE President Brian Hawkins 

published a book chapter called “12 Hab-
its of Successful IT Professionals.”2 His 
list includes habits like reading broadly, 
understanding the limits of one’s advo-
cacy, and maintaining balance. The list 
is useful for CIOs and executive directors 
alike; it’s also useful for IT professionals 
filling other leadership roles on their 
campuses.

The same can be said of Wayne 
Brown’s list of CIO attributes and job 
description checklist.3 Surely executive 
directors must also be “fluent in busi-
ness language, be able to assess situ-
ations that might be confrontational, 
and have the IT knowledge to use new 
technology (well) for the institution” (to 
list just a few of the attributes).

What do we make of the overlap? 
That the skill sets for CIOs and executive 
directors can be very similar indeed. If 
this is the case, how would you go about 
defining the division of labor in a way 
that serves your institution, your orga-
nization, and yourself? Once again, the 
answer depends on the culture and par-
ticulars of an institution’s organization. 
It ultimately lies in the agreement and 
ongoing working relationship between 
the CIO and executive director.

Separating Duties
How does an organization differenti-

ate the lines of work? Clearly, the CIO is 
the primary leader and will generally get 
the first call from institutional execu-
tives concerning long-term planning 
or resolution of an immediate prob-
lem. Otherwise, the choices of focus 
can reflect the personal interests of the 
two partners.

At Carnegie Mellon, our work is often 
differentiated not by type of task but by 
subject matter. For example, wearing 
our ambassadorial hats, the CIO has 
been the point person on campus as we 
integrate administrative computing and 
the central organization responsible for 
infrastructure and academic comput-
ing. I have filled a parallel role as the 
computer store and enterprise printing 
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functions transitioned out of the Com-
puting Services Division. Although we 
do resource planning together, the CIO 
does campus presentations on budget-
ing issues, and I have represented the 
division on space issues and human 
resource initiatives.

Focus on the Whole Team
Although the organization clearly 

benefits if the CIO and executive director 
work well together, these two leaders in 
turn must attend carefully to the needs 
of their senior leadership team. The 
introduction of a new “number two” 
position can be disruptive to directors 
who have served well and enjoyed their 
relationship with the CIO. If they expect 
that the introduction of an executive 
director will provide more opportuni-
ties for guidance and mentoring, good. 
Not so good is if they suspect a new 
executive director will somehow limit 
their access to the CIO and generally 
diminish their independence and sense 
of being valued.

Between 2001 and 2005, I served as 
one of two deputy CIOs at the Univer-
sity of Wisconsin–Madison, a campus 
of approximately 40,000 students and 
20,000 faculty and staff. The Division 
of Information Technology (DoIT) had 
more than 500 staff. The organizational 
structure of a CIO with two deputies 
had been in place several years before 
my arrival, so the concept of a third 
leader on the team was not foreign. 
Members of the senior leadership team 
were adjusting to the particular person 
who had just arrived (me) and new divi-
sions of labor.

An open, large-scale search for an 
executive director can help a CIO find 
a deputy who will serve the institution, 
organization, and individuals well. Ide-
ally, the senior leadership team partici-
pates and helps choose the new leader. 
Internal candidates often vie for these 
positions, which can be awkward for a 
CIO specifically looking for an exter-
nal perspective or for someone who 
complements the CIO’s style. An inclu-
sive and open process helps mitigate 
some of the tensions that can arise. 
In any case, a new executive director 
(just like a new CIO) must expect that 

one or more of the current staff saw 
the executive directorship as a great 
opportunity lost upon the arrival of an 
outsider. It is important to acknowledge 
this structural hiring process directly 
and positively, ideally using it as an 
opportunity to garner support.

Consider the following scenario: 
Carnegie Mellon CIO Joel Smith wanted 
to hire an executive director for an orga-
nization that had used a CIO and execu-
tive director leadership team some years 
previously. The CIO role had grown dra-
matically—Smith’s work had virtually 
doubled. The hiring process required 
multiple conversations between Joel 
and each director, the new hire (me) and 
each director, and Joel and me. It was 
important to define the new reporting 
lines within a few months and to make 
it clear that the CIO remained accessible 
to everyone, even if the reporting lines 
had changed. We wanted to ensure that 
each director continued to feel valued.

One Example: My Experience
As part of the interview process for 

my current position, I was asked to write 
responses to the following: What would 
you expect from the CIO and what (ide-
ally) would you see as differentiation in 
responsibilities between the CIO and 
the executive director?

My answer (summarized here) pointed 
out that this partnership must be based 
on mutual trust and respect. Success 
requires the executive director and CIO 
to talk candidly and hear each other 
clearly. In addition to working toward 
organizational and institutional success, 
each must be committed to the success 
of the other, and each must be confident 
of the other’s commitment.

“It will be important to be clear about 
roles and authority, especially with 

respect to organizational (supervisory) 
relationships and external partner-
ships,” I continued. “Clarity does not 
mean rigidity; fluidity and flexibility 
will serve everyone well.”

I believe the CIO has a critical external 
role to fulfill, and the executive direc-
tor has a critical internal role—that of 
the chief operating officer. These are not 
exclusive activities, just critical aspects 
of each role, since each leader must be 
able to substitute for the other when 
necessary, which requires good commu-
nication. Long-term strategies are thus 
informed by reality, and daily operations 
contribute to achieving the big vision.

Finally, this should be fun! Both lead-
ers will work long hours and spend a lot 
of time together. “Humor, creativity, 
warmth, the desire and ability to learn 
from each other… these qualities moti-
vate individuals and ultimately serve 
organizations and institutions well,” I 
concluded.

So, yes, each of us leads and each of 
us manages. And, most of all, we con-
tinually stay in sync about our roles and 
activities. It takes time and repetition 
to ensure that staff and campus part-
ners understand who’s doing what and 
whom to call for what.

Nonetheless, we do not anticipate or 
seek perfect clarity about our roles. To 
ensure that we both stay current on all 
issues, we sometimes attend meetings 
together, which some colleagues might 
find confusing. Such coverage helps me 
as executive director step in for the CIO 
when necessary. It also helps address 
the “life balance” issues that concern 
so many aspiring IT leaders. The more 
a CIO can trust the executive director to 
step in and manage strategic and opera-
tional issues in the CIO’s absence, the 
more possible it becomes for the CIO to 
take real vacations. The same is true in 
reverse, as well.

Choosing Your Role
So why would you want to be an execu-

tive director rather than a CIO? Well, that 
depends. Choosing to be an executive 
director may suit your professional needs 
and your personal style and values very 
well, either as a final stage in your career 
or as a step on an upward career path.
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One way to think about the executive 
director’s role is to liken it to going to 
a two-year college. You can choose to 
end your formal education after two 
years, or you can continue your school-
ing. Serving as an executive director 
can give you a fabulous education. For 
example, a less experienced candidate 
might land an executive directorship 
at a prestigious institution, while the 
same person might be seen as a viable 
CIO candidate only at less prestigious 
institutions. It is also a perfect oppor-
tunity to gain a deeper understanding 
of an IT area other than your original 
one, such as learning about networking 
when your background was in adminis-
trative computing.

Serving as an executive director is 
not for everyone. If you really like to 
fly solo, you should probably think 
hard before signing on. You might find 
it helpful to do a systematic review 
of your preferences and motivations. 
William F. Hogue of the University of 
South Carolina and David W. Dodd of 

Xavier University recently contributed 
a valuable chapter to a professional 
development book4 that can help you 
consider important personal questions 
about what drives you to develop your 
career and what professional goals 
motivate you.

The executive director role provides 
opportunities to learn and to lead. It is 
well rewarded and recognized. It can be 
consistent with Teddy Roosevelt’s quote, 
“Far and away the best prize that life 
offers is the chance to work hard at work 
worth doing.” In a provocative article5 
two years ago, Greg Jackson referred 
to a popular Beatles’ song in “A CIO’s 
Question: Will You Still Need Me When 
I’m 64?” He decided that yes, we will. 
“Just as the specifics of my current job 
are different from those of my predeces-
sor in 1994, my successor in 2014 will 
have tasks different from mine. But the 
key elements of my role will remain 
important to the university...”

And what about for a 64-year-old 
executive director? What he said. e
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