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A Title That Lost Its Meaning 

Here is a scene that plays out in conference rooms across Dallas every week. 

A business owner sits across from their managed services provider. The MSP account manager, recently 

promoted to “virtual CIO,” opens a slide deck. The slides show uptime percentages, ticket resolution 

stats, and a technology roadmap that looks suspiciously like the vendor’s product catalog with the 

client’s logo pasted on top. 

The business owner nods along. They have questions. Real questions. Should we acquire that competitor 

and what does their tech stack integration look like? The board wants a cybersecurity briefing after that 

breach in the news, and what should I tell them? Our biggest client just sent a 200-question security 

assessment and our contract renewal depends on the answers. 

The “vCIO” shifts in their chair. These are not questions about firewall configurations or backup 

schedules. These are business questions that require executive judgment. And the person sitting across 

the table, despite the title on their business card, has never faced any of them. 

The gap between what “CIO” means in an enterprise and what “vCIO” typically delivers 

is not a small difference in degree. It is a fundamental difference in kind. One is 

executive leadership. The other is account management with a strategic-sounding title. 

What a CIO Actually Does (That a vCIO Doesn’t) 

If you have never worked with a real CIO, you might not know what you’re missing. That is not a 

criticism. It is the core problem. Most small and mid-market business owners have only experienced IT 

through the lens of managed services, where the ceiling of strategic guidance is a quarterly business 

review. 

Here is what happens at the executive level that most vCIO arrangements never touch: 

They Translate Business Strategy Into Technology Decisions 

When a Fortune 500 CIO sits in an executive leadership meeting, they are not there to give an IT update. 

They are there because the CEO is considering acquiring a competitor, and someone needs to assess 

whether the target’s technology environment is a $2 million integration or a $20 million rebuild. They 

are there because the board wants to enter a new market, and someone needs to determine whether 

the current infrastructure can scale or whether it becomes a bottleneck that kills the initiative. 

This is fundamentally different from presenting a technology roadmap. A roadmap says “here is what we 

plan to do with IT.” Strategic translation says “here is what our business strategy requires from 

technology, here is where we fall short, and here are the tradeoffs we need to make.” 
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Your vCIO’s version: “We recommend upgrading to Microsoft 365 E5 for advanced security features.” 

A CIO’s version: “Your growth plan requires entering the healthcare market within 18 months. That 

market demands HIPAA compliance, which means your current infrastructure, your data handling 

processes, and your vendor agreements all need to change. Here is a phased approach that gets you 

compliant without disrupting your existing revenue streams, along with the investment required and the 

revenue at risk if we delay.” 

They Speak the Language of Boards and Regulators 

A CIO who has presented to an audit committee knows that board members do not want to hear about 

EDR solutions or SIEM platforms. They want to know: What is our risk exposure? What is the probability 

and business impact of a breach? Are we meeting our regulatory obligations? What are our peers doing 

that we are not? 

This is not a skill you can learn from a webinar. It comes from standing in front of directors who sit on 

three other boards and have heard seven other CIO presentations this quarter. It comes from learning, 

sometimes painfully, that a technically accurate answer and a useful answer are not the same thing. 

In financial services, this means explaining risk in terms the board understands: not “our firewall blocked 

10,000 threats last month,” but “our SEC examination is in Q3, and here are the three findings from last 

cycle that we need to demonstrate remediation on, along with the regulatory exposure if we don’t.” 

They Have Negotiated Enterprise Agreements 

There is a difference between selecting a vendor from a comparison spreadsheet and negotiating a 

multi-year enterprise agreement with Microsoft, Oracle, or ServiceNow. A CIO who has managed vendor 

relationships worth millions understands leverage, contract structures, and the difference between list 

price and the price you actually pay. 

They know that the best time to negotiate is 45 days before the vendor’s fiscal year end. They know 

which concessions are standard (most vendors will give you 15–20% off list without pushback) and 

which ones require executive-to-executive escalation. They know how to structure a contract so you are 

not locked in when the vendor doubles the renewal price, because they have been burned by that exact 

scenario. 

They Have Led Through Failure 

Every experienced CIO has a story about something that went wrong. A migration that took twice as 

long as planned. A vendor that imploded mid-implementation. A security incident at 2 AM on a 

Saturday. A system rollout that the business rejected because nobody managed the change properly. 
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These failures, and the scar tissue they create, are what produce calibrated judgment. They are the 

reason an experienced executive can look at a project plan and say “this timeline is unrealistic and here 

is why” before the project starts, not after it has gone sideways. They are why a seasoned CIO asks 

“what is our rollback plan” before they ask “what is our go-live date.” 

The gap is not about intelligence or effort. The vCIO at your MSP may be smart, 

dedicated, and well-intentioned. But experience cannot be substituted with enthusiasm. 

You would not hire a first-year associate to argue your case before the Supreme Court, 

no matter how talented they are. Strategic technology leadership follows the same 

principle. 

The vCIO Model: How We Got Here 

The managed services industry created the vCIO role for understandable reasons. Business owners 

wanted more than break-fix support. They wanted strategic guidance. MSPs responded by giving their 

most senior account managers a new title and a quarterly meeting cadence. 

The problem is not that these individuals lack value. They often know your environment well, they care 

about your business, and they can provide useful tactical guidance. The problem is that the industry 

dressed up account management as executive leadership, and now nobody can tell the difference. 

What “vCIO” Typically Means in Practice 

What the MSP Calls It What It Actually Is 

“Strategic planning” A technology roadmap generated from the 

vendor’s assessment template, recommending 

products the MSP resells 

“Executive advisory” An account manager who reviews your ticket 

volume and presents uptime stats at quarterly 

meetings 

“Business alignment” Mapping your stated goals to products in their 

catalog. The same catalog they show every client 

“Board-level reporting” A slide deck the person has never actually 

presented to a board, because they have never 

been invited to one 

“Risk management” A vulnerability scan summary with color-coded 

severity ratings, without context for what the 

business should actually do about it 
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“Vendor management” Recommending the vendors the MSP has existing 

partnerships with, not necessarily the vendors best 

suited to your needs 

 

If you recognize your current arrangement in this table, you are not alone. The MSP industry has made 

“vCIO” standard at every service tier, which means the title has been stretched to cover everything from 

a help desk manager with aspirations to an actual technology executive between full-time roles. The 

label tells you nothing. 

Five Questions That Reveal the Truth 

You do not need to take our word for any of this. Ask your current vCIO, or your prospective one, these 

five questions. The answers will tell you everything you need to know. 

1. “What was the largest technology budget you were directly 
accountable for?” 

Not “recommended.” Not “helped prepare.” Accountable for. A real CIO has owned technology budgets 

measured in millions of dollars, made allocation decisions between competing priorities, and defended 

those decisions to a CEO or board when the money ran out before the wish list did. 

What you want to hear: Specific dollar figures. Description of competing priorities. An example of saying 

no to something the business wanted because the budget required tradeoffs. 

What should concern you: Vague answers. Inability to distinguish between a project budget and an 

organizational budget. Any answer under seven figures. 

2. “Tell me about a technology decision that failed. What happened 
and what did you learn?” 

Every experienced executive has failures. A migration that went sideways. A vendor that did not deliver. 

A system that the business rejected. The willingness to discuss failure honestly, with specific details and 

genuine reflection, is a hallmark of executive maturity. 

What you want to hear: A specific story with context, consequences, and lessons. Ownership without 

excuses. Evidence that the failure changed how they approach similar decisions. 

What should concern you: No failures to report (everyone has them). Blaming others. Pivoting to a 

success story instead. 
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3. “How would you present our cybersecurity risk posture to our 
board?” 

This question tests two things at once: whether they can translate technical risk into business language, 

and whether they have actually done it. A real CIO knows that a board does not want threat intelligence 

briefings. They want to understand exposure, probability, financial impact, and what management is 

doing about it. 

What you want to hear: A framework that connects technical controls to business outcomes. Reference 

to peer benchmarks. Language a non-technical director would understand. Awareness of liability and 

fiduciary considerations. 

What should concern you: Technical jargon. Leading with tools instead of risk. Inability to articulate 

probability and financial impact. Any indication they have never actually presented to a board. 

4. “What regulatory examinations have you been through, and what 
did you learn from them?” 

If your business operates in a regulated industry (financial services, healthcare, legal), this question is 

essential. Regulatory examinations are a fundamentally different experience from internal audits. An 

SEC examiner or OCC reviewer will challenge your assumptions, probe for weaknesses in your control 

environment, and issue findings that carry real consequences. 

What you want to hear: Specific regulatory bodies (SEC, FINRA, OCC, NYDFS, HHS/OCR). Description of 

examination process and findings. Concrete examples of how examination results drove program 

improvements. 

What should concern you: No direct regulatory experience. Conflating compliance certifications (SOC 2, 

ISO 27001) with regulatory examinations. Only experience with self-directed compliance audits. 

5. “If our largest client sent a 200-question security assessment 
tomorrow and our contract renewal depended on it, what would you 
do?” 

This is a practical test. Real CIOs and CISOs have handled hundreds of these. They know the difference 

between a SIG questionnaire, a CAIQ, and a custom assessment. They know which questions are deal-

breakers versus nice-to-haves. They know how to frame honest answers that satisfy the requirement 

without overpromising. 

What you want to hear: Immediate triage approach. Familiarity with standard assessment formats. 

Understanding of which gaps are acceptable to disclose versus which ones need remediation before 

responding. A plan that protects the deal without misrepresenting your security posture. 
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What should concern you: Unfamiliarity with security questionnaire formats. A plan that starts with 

“we’d need to research this.” Suggestion to just answer “yes” to everything. 

The Cost of the Gap 

The difference between executive technology leadership and vCIO-level guidance is not theoretical. It 

shows up in real financial outcomes: 

The Acquisition You Did Not Diligence Properly 

A manufacturing company acquires a competitor without assessing the technology environment. Post-

close, they discover the target runs critical production systems on end-of-life hardware with no disaster 

recovery. The “integration” budget triples. A CIO who has led M&A due diligence would have identified 

these issues in the LOI stage and either adjusted the purchase price or walked away. 

The Compliance Gap Nobody Caught 

A financial services firm passes its annual compliance self-assessment. Six months later, a FINRA 

examination identifies material deficiencies in their electronic communications supervision and books-

and-records requirements. The firm receives findings that require board notification and a formal 

corrective action plan. Their vCIO had never been through a regulatory examination and did not know 

what examiners actually look for, which is different from what the compliance checklist covers. 

The Vendor Contract That Locked You In 

A growing company signs a three-year ERP contract at list price with no renewal caps, no termination for 

convenience, and no data portability provisions. Two years in, the vendor increases their renewal price 

by 40%. The company has no leverage because they have no exit path. A CIO who has negotiated 

enterprise agreements would have structured the deal with renewal protections, a data extraction 

clause, and a competitive leverage position. 

These scenarios are not hypothetical. They are composites from real engagements. The 

common thread: each company had an IT partner they trusted. That partner was 

responsive, technically competent, and well-intentioned. But they did not have the 

executive experience to see the strategic risk, because they had never been in a position 

where that risk was theirs to own. 

What True CIO™ Actually Means 

We created the True CIO™ service mark because the industry needed a line in the sand. Not every IT 

provider offering strategic guidance is doing it poorly. But the label “vCIO” has been diluted beyond 

recognition, and business owners deserve to know the difference. 
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True CIO™ means your strategic technology advisor has: 

Credential What It Means for You 

Held the CIO Title 
Not an aspiration or a consulting brand. Actually held the title, with 

P&L responsibility, at organizations of meaningful scale. 

Reported to Boards 
Has stood in front of directors and audit committees. Knows how to 

frame technology risk as business risk. Speaks their language. 

Managed Budgets in the 
Millions 

Has made resource allocation decisions under real constraints. 

Understands the difference between investing and spending. 

Led Through Crisis 
Has navigated security incidents, failed migrations, and organizational 

transformations when the consequences were real and personal. 

Faced Regulatory Scrutiny 
Has built compliance programs under examination by SEC, FINRA, 

OCC, and state regulators. Knows what examiners actually look for. 

Built at Enterprise Scale 

Has designed and evolved technology environments supporting 

thousands of users. Understands complexity that smaller 

environments do not reveal. 

 

This is not a marketing distinction. It is a verifiable standard. Ask us the same five questions we 

suggested you ask your current provider. We welcome the comparison. 
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The Conversation We Think You Should Have 

Whether you work with us or not, we believe every business owner deserves to understand what they 

are actually getting from their technology leadership arrangement. The five questions in this guide will 

give you that understanding. 

If you ask those questions and you are satisfied with the answers, your provider may be delivering 

genuine value. Stay with them. 

If the answers leave you uncertain, if you realize that the person advising you on strategic technology 

decisions has never actually made those decisions with their career on the line, then it is worth having a 

different conversation. 

We do not do sales calls. We do conversations. Tell us about your business, your 

challenges, and your goals. We will tell you honestly whether we can help and whether 

the investment makes sense for your situation. Sometimes the right answer is “not yet” 

or “not us.” We would rather be honest than close a deal. 

 

Ready to Experience the Difference? 

Schedule a conversation with Valukoda. Ask us every question in this guide. We welcome the 
scrutiny. 

valukoda.com/contact  |  888.380.7212 

 

About Valukoda 

Valukoda provides IT consulting and managed services with True CIO™ and True CISO™ executive 

leadership. Our leaders have served as CIOs at enterprises, leading technology teams, managing 

multimillion-dollar budgets, and building compliance programs under SEC, FINRA, and state regulatory 

scrutiny. We bring that executive experience to growing businesses who deserve more than a title on a 

business card. 

Learn more at  

valukoda.com 
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