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Thirty years after the invention of the Chief 
Information Officer (CIO) William H. Gruber, co-
inventor of the CIO, discusses the invention of the 
CIO and how CIOs can succeed in today’s uncertain 
environment 
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Want to be a successful CIO? William H. Gruber, the co-inventor of the Chief Information 
Officer (CIO) , in an interview with CIO Insight magazine discusses the history of the CIO 
and current dangerous environment that CIOs will need to adapt to in order to succeed. 

In today’s current time of great uncertainty and change in the field of IT, CIOs are facing the 
reality that they are still struggling to gain the position and strategic power they need to 
succeed.    

In 1981, Dr. Gruber while working with William R. Synnott, Senior Vice President and CIO at the 
First National Bank of Boston published their book, Information Resource Management: 
Opportunities and Strategies for the 1980s (Wiley, 1981). It was in this book that the concept of 
CIO was first named and described as a “senior executive responsible for establishing corporate 
information policy, standards, and management control over all corporate information 
resources.”  

In the beginning of the IT revolution IT processing job titles including, Director of Data 
Processing, reported to the Chief Financial Officer (CIO) who thought of computers as a way to 
process financial information that they needed to prepare required financial statements. In 
response to an obvious dysfunction in the adoption process Dr. Gruber assisted William Synnott 
in the strategic use of information technology and saw the need for a new job title.  

After its invention CIOs have become key to an organization’s management of information 
technology, Yet, despite the 3 decades since its initial invention and the popularity the job title 
has gained The majority of all major corporations have yet to fully developed and reap the 
benefits from a CIO.  

Dr. William H. Gruber in the last decade in particular has been committed to the IT-enabled 
transformation of health care in the United States. Taking from his decades of experience in the 
information technology field, Dr. Gruber is piecing together a vision for a new paradigm in the 
delivery of health care enabled by IT and the key players in this transformation, including the 
executive staff and CIOs. 

 In his view, CIO in truest definition has only recently begun to surface in the exchange of ideas 
with CIO Insight. "Many people think that CIO is only responsible for the information technology 
and the information systems people, this is not true." Gruber said, “the concept of information 
technology is broad, it includes the entire life cycle of the information from the production, 
diffusion, and use of the information technology to produce data to the application of what was 
learned from the data garnered by the new information systems. Information technology is used 
to manage the life cycle of information so that CIO is the manager of the information, rather than 
merely the manager of the information systems staff or information technology. 

The old Chinese saying, "Know thy self, know your enemy,” reflects the importance and 
influence that information has on the decisions and operations within an organization. To “know 
ourselves” is to know our market and become better able to gain competitive advantage and 
access to information from this market knowledge is one of significant factors in an 
organization’s competitive advantage. Therefore, one of the most important roles of the CIO is 
to establish better management of information so that the organization can make the most 
informed decisions to better strategically place them within the market.  
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To better understand the opportunities and conditions that the CIO affects at this present stage, 
"CIO INSIGHT / Information Strategy" magazine in an interview with Mr. William H. Gruber, co 
inventor of the CIO in 1981, has published the following edited dialogue: 

CIOI: What need was there during this particular time that led to the creation of the CIO? 

William H Gruber: The CIO was defined in response to a trend in the increasing role for IS in 
strategic decisions and it was critical to have the senior IS officer with a job title that reflected 
this new level of responsibility.  

The 1960s-1970s was a time of massive discontinuity of raid change in economic conditions 
and also a tie of the revolution in progress in information technology.  Thus the need for what I 
call “DEMAND PULL” in my MIT Press book on FACTORS IN THE TRANSFER OF 
TECHNOLOGY (1969) was fused with what I call “SUPPLY PUSH” and the management of IS 
and the role of IS as a strategic resource needed to be innovated which is why I coined the 
concept of the Chief Information Officer (CIO) in my book co-authored with William Synnott  
INFORMATION RESOURCE MANAGEMENT: opportunities and challenges in the 1980s   

CIOI: Why did you write the book "Information Resource Management: Opportunities and 
Strategies 80?” 

William H. Gruber: Prior to the INFORMATION RESOURCE MANAGEMENT book I co-
authored with my colleague John Niles, THE NEW MANAGEMENT: LINE EXECUTIVE AND 
STAFF PROFESSIONAL IN THE FUTURE FIRM (McGraw-Hill, 1976) which was distributed at 
an executive conference in Scottsdale, Arizona.  William Synnott and I were invited to talk at 
that conference based on the Gruber-Niles book and as we took a plane back and forth from 
Boston to Scottsdale Arizona we planned our book on INFORMATION RESOURCE 
MANAGEMENT. A book published in response to the need for senior executives at this 
conference to provide guidance on the opportunities and challenge of the information 
technology revolution on corporate performance. 

CIOI: Could you simply introduce the process of cooperation between you and Dr. 
William R. Synnott? How did you know each other and which point make both of you to 
cooperate with each other? 

William H. Gruber: I was consulting with William Synnott who was then a vice president for 
systems at First National Bank of Boston which was acquiring other banks and became Bank of 
Boston.  This was part of my consulting with many financial services companies and many 
vendors to financial services companies (see exhibits).  My consulting relationships frequently 
lasted many years (such as 25 years at Pfizer) and involved frequent educational programs for 
executives, IS staff, and even customers of my clients.  Thus the writing came out of 
educational programs in clients.   

CIOI: 30 years ago you defined the concept of the CIO and we would like to know over 
the past 30 years what changes you have witnessed? 

William H. Gruber: In the 30 years since I co-invented the CIO the trend was as forecasted in 
my book:  the CIO has become more strategic; more involved with the strategic direct in of their 
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companies; more visible as a corporate spokesperson – and less involved directly with the lower 
level operations of IS such as technology operations and new system development.   

CIOI: Do you think the proposed idea of CIO was a necessity? 

 

William H. Gruber: As companies bet their strategic future and competitive advantage on IS it 
became imperative for the CIO to have the proximity to senior executives such as the CEO  and 
CFO – and job titles define key committees and time working together among senior corporate 
management.  For example, for some time I was the CIO of an insurance company and the 
CEO of this company insisted that my office was next to his.   

Just by the giant increase in scope of IS in a company and the time required by the CIO to 
educate senior executives on the opportunities of IS in strategic life of the company, it obviously 
became more and more necessary for the CIO to become more removed from the daily 
operations of IS, such as systems development at the project level.   

The CIO should be involved at the launch of a major system and whether the system should be 
funded, priority the system, and the CIO should get involved if the system development is not 
according to plan – but otherwise the CIO will not have the time to get at more detailed in 
operations or in a project development – a management of delegation is required.   

CIOI: What is an example of why you need to talk about corporate CIO? What effect on on 
business does the CIO have? 

William H. Gruber: There are examples of strong performance when there is a powerful CIO and 
there are examples of poor performance when the CIO is weak.  For example, consider the 
success of AMAZON, a company that could not exist at its growth and complexity without a CIO 
that was responsive to the business opportunity provide by IS.  The IT capacity to process 
Amazon transactions each day in July 2010 is orders of magnitude larger than the capacity that 
was needed in 2000 – thus Amazon innovation with newest IT, such as cloud computing. 
Companies with effective CIOs tend to perform better using IS as strategic weapon. 
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CIOI: Why does the enterprises need the CIO? What challenges and problems today are 
affecting the survival and development of the current? 

On the other hand, consider the failure of Lehman and Bear Stearns – caused by the serious 
lack of core information by senior management.  It is obvious that the CIO was not a powerful 
force in setting standards for monitoring of risk.  The CIO was able to produce high volume and 
speed of transactions but was not instrumental at the strategic critical success factors guide to 
senior management.  When the CIO lacks the strategic competence and is too techie and/or 
when senior management does not see the CIO as a major strategic power in corporate 
performance, then the CIO lacks the power and/or the competence to be on the team that sets 
corporate strategy. With a low status CIO technology decisions can be made by executives 
without the knowledge to make good decisions. 

CIOI Do you think the most enterprises’ CIOs fully discharge their responsibility? 

William H. Gruber: From my information, less than half of CIOs report directly to the CEO.  In a 
BUSINESS WEEK article “CIO: MEANS CAREER IS OVER,” in the 1990s only 7.7 percent of 
CIOs reported to the CEO.  If the CIO does not report to the CEO and does not serve at the 
corporate committee for strategy, there is no way that the CIO can be effective.   

I have been involved in a number of companies in which the CIO was not given this level of 
power even when called “CIO.”  The evidence is that it is easier to call someone a “CIO” than to 
give the real power that means report to the CEO and serve on the senior strategy committee.  
My evaluation is only about half of CIOs meet my standards for how an effective CIO should 
contribute to corporate performance.   

CIOI:  In your opinion, what should the CIO do to make the public more amendable to the 
role of the CIO in the executive team? 

William H. Gruber: Even 30 years later CIOs still suffer from a lack of power within an 
organization and are frequently not on the executive teams, making strategic decisions. During 
the last 30 years since the establishment of the CIO I have witnessed a number new CIO hires 
that have only lasted a year or even less. If a CIO at the time of hire and throughout 
employment is not fully valued the CIO will not be able to obtain the limited resources, 
reputation and status he/or she needs in order to successfully achieve the strategic goals of 
organization. Even if the CIO is fully integrated into the executive team, he/or she must invest 
considerable resources and capabilities in order for the organization to gain strategic advantage 
in the market . If the CIO is integrated into this senior management team and is placed on the 
Board the CIO is much more likely to become a indispensible part of the strategic decision 
making process and thus making the job title of CIO much more secure.  I have helped CIOs to 
make key presentations and speeches to the Board on key IT investments and strategy. 

CIOI: In your opinion, CIO should have what important knowledge, skills and abilities? 

William H. Gruber: First and foremost, the CIO needs to be an astute team player with an ability 
to explain to senior executives and also to the IS staff how IS must respond to the rapid 
increase in challenges (DEMAND PULL) and also the tidal wave of new technology progress 
that must be learned and adopted within the infrastructure of a very complex set of technology 
and uses.  The CIO must be able to speak and communicate in the language of non-IS senior 
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executives who have little patient for “techie talk.”  The CIO must be able to inspire the IS staff 
to work under severe pressure of time and complexity and risk.  The CIO must be a mentor to 
the IS staff and identify the most promising members of the IS staff for career growth. CIO 
should be skilled in the strategic forces of technology that will determine corporate performance 
and have the ability to sell and educate on the consequences of change in technology on the 
future of a company.  This is more important than ‘hands on’ skill in technology. 

CIOI: Which measures should organizations and government adopt in order for CIOs to 
become more effective? 

  William H. Gruber: To answer this question we must first identify role that the CIO should 
play in the organization, this is sadly missing from a large number of the CIO strategies and 
therefore they missed a opportunities that could have gained them a greater strategic role in the 
executive decision making of the organization. There are two reasons that for this: first, the CIO 
during his employment was not fully appreciated and therefore did not report directly to the CEO 
and did not participate in corporate strategic planning meetings. In such an environment, CIO 
cannot make the decisions that lead to better information for making strategic 
decisions. Second, CIOs are not willing to seize opportunities or to do recognize them. The CIO 
must truly understand the business, speak the language of the business and understand the 
concerns of the senior management managers with the time and information for the allocation of 
resources to meet the expectations of senior management.  

For example, the U.S. government has issued billions of dollars in funds to the CIOs in the 
health care industry for the management of medical information in order to meet standards of 
quality measures in the delivery of health care supported by information technology. The U.S. 
government has asked for "meaningful use of IT",  and will reward those organizations that meet 
the standards, a very questionable use of the funds given that meaningful use standards will not 
result in higher quality care nor will many health organizations, besides a number of exemplars, 
be able to achieve these so called standards of “meaningful use.” 

CIOI: As far as we know, the CIO was established in China much later than the United 
States, 20 years later, and first appeared in China's multinational corporations. Currently, 
many of the Chinese CIO systems are largely based on imitation, in your view, in the 
case of China, established the process of CIO system, in what way are the systems 
different? What kind of foundation conditions can use in the process of improving and 
producing the CIO system? (Such as policy environment, corporate culture, management 
systems, etc.) 

  William H. Gruber: China has achieved remarkable rate of progress in catching up to the 
competence of US companies – in an environment in which wise decisions about IT are critical.  
My impression from watching China’s progress is that the Chinese tend to have more patience 
and a longer time horizon than US companies in investment and risk to achieve future 
advancements in the use of IT.  The Chinese clearly have a more collaborative government-
business relationship that enables this shard investment process. 

CIOI: In China, most of the CIOs have worked as the IT Manager, and many IT managers 
strive to become CIOs. Is this similar to the IT managers conditions in the USA?    
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William H. Gruber: As in China there are many IT managers who aspire to become CIOs but it is 
a classic pyramid in which many potential CIOs must exist not at the top of IT as a CIO.  

I have been involved with education and support for CIOs and the Chinese can benefit from the 
infrastructure in the United States for building CIO skills and positioning organizations. 

Also looking there are available a number of strategies, of which I have developed, for CIO 
performance and appreciation for their contributions, such as my strategy on “Perception 
Management.”  I would recommend this kind of strategy for gaining support as large risks and 
large investment with long time horizons are made to achieve the potential of rapid progress in 
information technology and skills. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


