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Before You Read This 

This guide is designed to make you uncomfortable. 

Not with us, but with the possibility that the person advising you on strategic technology decisions may 

not have the experience to back up the advice. That the “vCIO” title on their business card may mean 

something very different from what you assumed when you signed the contract. 

We are going to give you ten questions to ask your current IT partner. These are not gotcha questions. 

They are the same questions a board of directors would ask a CIO candidate. The same questions a PE 

firm would ask during due diligence on a technology-dependent acquisition. The same questions that 

separate people who have done the job from people who have read about it. 

Pay attention not just to the answers, but to how they answer. Experienced executives 

speak in specifics: dollar amounts, timelines, names of regulators, descriptions of what 

went wrong. Less experienced professionals speak in generalities and frameworks. The 

difference is unmistakable once you know what to listen for. 

The Ten Questions 

Question 1 

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

 

Why This Matters 

Budget accountability is the clearest single indicator of executive experience. There is a fundamental 

difference between recommending a budget and owning one. When you own a budget, you make 

allocation decisions that determine whether projects launch or die. You defend those decisions when 

the CFO asks why infrastructure spend increased 18% year-over-year. You absorb the consequences 

when you underfund something that turns out to matter. 

A real CIO at a mid-size company manages a technology budget of $5 million to $50 million or more. At a 

Fortune 500, it can be hundreds of millions. At those scales, budget management is not spreadsheet 

work. It is strategic resource allocation with direct business impact. 

Strong answer (3 points): Specific dollar figures in the millions. Can describe competing priorities and 

tradeoff decisions. Can explain a time they had to cut something significant and the business impact of 

that cut. 
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Moderate answer (2 points): General range without specifics. Managed budgets in the hundreds of 

thousands. Can describe some resource allocation decisions but without strategic context. 

Weak answer (1 point): Vague or evasive. Conflates project budgets with organizational budgets. 

Cannot articulate a specific dollar figure. Describes “helping prepare” budgets rather than owning them. 

Question 2 

“Tell me about a time you presented technology strategy or risk to 
a board of directors.” 

 

Why This Matters 

Board interaction is the defining experience of executive leadership. It is not a meeting. It is a 

performance under scrutiny by people who evaluate executives for a living. Board members sit on 

multiple boards. They have seen dozens of CIO presentations. They know the difference between 

someone who understands the material and someone reading slides their team prepared. 

A CIO who has presented to boards knows that you lead with business impact, not technology details. 

You anticipate the questions before they are asked. You know that the audit committee chair cares 

about control deficiencies and regulatory risk, while the strategy committee wants to know whether 

technology is enabling or constraining growth. You adjust in real-time based on the room. 

Strong answer (3 points): Specific board presentation with context. Can describe the topic, how they 

framed it, questions they received, and the outcome. Demonstrates understanding of board-level 

concerns: liability, risk tolerance, competitive positioning. 

Moderate answer (2 points): Has presented to executive leadership but not a formal board. Can 

describe a senior audience presentation with some awareness of executive-level framing. 

Weak answer (1 point): No board presentation experience. Only experience as a supporting participant. 

Describes board interaction as “providing materials” rather than presenting and defending. 

Question 3 

“How do you think about technology risk in terms of business 
impact?” 

 

Why This Matters 

This question separates technical practitioners from business executives. A technical person will 

describe risk in terms of vulnerabilities, threat vectors, and control gaps. An executive will describe risk 
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in terms of revenue impact, regulatory exposure, reputational damage, and the cost of both action and 

inaction. 

The distinction matters because business leaders make risk decisions every day. They need a technology 

advisor who can frame risk the same way they frame every other business decision: What is the 

probability? What is the financial impact? What is our risk tolerance? What are we choosing to accept, 

and do we understand the consequences? 

Strong answer (3 points): Immediately frames risk in business terms. Can articulate a risk framework 

that connects technical controls to financial outcomes. Discusses risk tolerance as a business decision, 

not a technical configuration. References specific examples where risk assessment drove a business 

decision. 

Moderate answer (2 points): Bridges technical and business language with some effort. Understands 

the concept of business impact but defaults to technical descriptions. 

Weak answer (1 point): Describes risk exclusively in technical terms. Leads with tools and threat 

intelligence. Cannot articulate probability and financial impact. Treats risk as a binary (secure/insecure) 

rather than a spectrum requiring business judgment. 

Question 4 

“Walk me through how you would evaluate our business before 
making any technology recommendations.” 

 

Why This Matters 

The sequence matters. A genuine executive starts with the business: strategy, competitive position, 

customer requirements, regulatory landscape, growth plans. Technology recommendations follow from 

business understanding, not the other way around. 

The vCIO model often inverts this. The MSP’s assessment starts with a technical audit: network scan, 

inventory of hardware and software, gap analysis against their standard offering. The “strategic” 

recommendations that follow are predictably aligned with the products and services the MSP sells. This 

is not strategic advice. It is a sales process with a strategic-sounding label. 

Strong answer (3 points): Begins with business questions: strategy, revenue model, competitive 

dynamics, customer requirements, regulatory obligations. Describes a structured approach to 

understanding the business before touching technology. Asks about your industry’s specific challenges. 
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Moderate answer (2 points): Mentions business understanding but leads with technical assessment. 

Shows awareness that technology should serve business goals but defaults to a technology-first 

evaluation. 

Weak answer (1 point): Jumps straight to technical audit or assessment. Describes a standardized 

evaluation process identical for every client. Recommendations based primarily on vendor products the 

MSP resells. 

Question 5 

“Describe a significant technology decision that did not work out. 
What happened and what did you learn?” 

 

Why This Matters 

Every experienced executive has failures. A CIO who has been in the chair for a decade has at least one 

migration that went sideways, one vendor bet that did not pay off, one initiative that the organization 

rejected. The willingness to discuss these openly, with specifics, genuine reflection, and lessons learned, 

is the strongest signal of executive maturity. 

Be suspicious of anyone who claims a spotless record. They are either not experienced enough to have 

failed at scale, or they are not honest enough to admit it. Either way, that is not the person you want 

making strategic technology decisions for your business. 

Strong answer (3 points): Specific story with context: what they decided, why it seemed right, what 

went wrong, what they should have done differently. Takes ownership without deflection. Can articulate 

how the failure changed their approach to similar decisions. 

Moderate answer (2 points): Provides a general example but lacks detail. Acknowledges failure but 

quickly pivots to what ultimately went right. 

Weak answer (1 point): Cannot provide an example. Blames failures on others (the vendor, the team, 

the business). Gets defensive. Reframes every failure as a success in disguise. 
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Question 6 

“Have you led a major technology transformation affecting 
hundreds or thousands of users?” 

 

Why This Matters 

Enterprise transformations are defining experiences because they combine technical complexity with 

organizational change management. A CIO who has led a company-wide ERP implementation, a major 

cloud migration, or a digital transformation initiative has faced resistance from users, scope creep from 

stakeholders, vendor problems mid-stream, and the executive pressure that comes when a critical 

project falls behind schedule. 

These experiences produce pattern recognition that cannot be taught. An executive who has led three 

enterprise migrations can look at your situation and say “this looks like what happened at [company], 

and here is what we should do differently.” 

Strong answer (3 points): Specific example affecting hundreds or thousands of users. Discusses both the 

technical execution and the change management challenge. Can describe stakeholder resistance and 

how they navigated it. 

Weak answer (1 point): Only experience with smaller-scale projects (under 50 users). Focuses 

exclusively on technical aspects without mentioning organizational impact or change management. 

Question 7 

“How have you handled situations where leadership wanted to 
accept a risk you were uncomfortable with?” 

 

Why This Matters 

This scenario happens constantly in technology leadership. The CEO wants to launch a product before 

security testing is complete. The CFO wants to defer infrastructure investment another quarter. The 

board wants to skip the expense of penetration testing because “we have never been breached.” 

How a technology leader navigates these moments reveals their maturity. The right answer is not always 

“I pushed back and won.” Sometimes the right answer is “I documented the risk, presented the options 

with their consequences, and respected the business’s authority to make the final call.” The wrong 

answers are rigid inflexibility and total deference. 
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Strong answer (3 points): Specific example with nuance. Shows ability to present risk clearly, offer 

options, and ultimately support the business decision while documenting dissent when necessary. 

Demonstrates political awareness without sacrificing integrity. 

Weak answer (1 point): Black-and-white thinking (“I would never allow that”). Excessive deference (“I 

do whatever leadership decides”). No relevant example. Has never been in a position where this tension 

existed. 

Question 8 

“What regulatory examinations or audits have you personally 
been through?” 

 

Why This Matters 

If you operate in a regulated industry, this question is critical. There is a vast difference between passing 

a self-directed compliance assessment and surviving a regulatory examination. SEC examiners, FINRA 

reviewers, OCC auditors, and HHS/OCR investigators do not accept your self-assessment at face value. 

They test controls, interview staff, review evidence, and issue findings that carry real consequences. 

A CIO who has been through these examinations knows what examiners actually look for, which is often 

different from what the compliance checklist covers. They know that examiners follow up on previous 

findings. They know the difference between an observation, a deficiency, and a material weakness. They 

know that “we are working on it” is not an acceptable response. 

Strong answer (3 points): Names specific regulatory bodies (SEC, FINRA, OCC, NYDFS, HHS/OCR). Can 

describe the examination process, findings received, and remediation actions taken. Understands the 

difference between a self-assessment and a regulatory examination. 

Weak answer (1 point): No direct regulatory experience. Conflates compliance certifications (SOC 2, ISO 

27001) with regulatory examinations. Cannot name a specific regulatory body they have worked with 

directly. 

Question 9 

“If you were our full-time CIO starting Monday, what would your 
first 90 days look like?” 

 

Why This Matters 

This hypothetical reveals how they think about the role. A genuine executive knows that the first 90 

days are about listening, learning, and assessing, not about implementing changes. They would spend 
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weeks understanding your business, your people, your technology environment, and your challenges 

before making a single recommendation. 

Watch for an answer that starts with your industry. A CIO with healthcare experience would mention 

HIPAA risk assessment early. A CIO with financial services background would mention regulatory posture 

and examination history. An answer that sounds the same regardless of what industry you are in is a 

generic answer from a generic advisor. 

Strong answer (3 points): Phased approach starting with learning. First weeks focused on understanding 

business strategy, meeting key stakeholders, and assessing current state. Recommendations deferred 

until assessment is complete. Activities tailored to your specific industry. 

Weak answer (1 point): Jumps to technology changes without assessment. Describes a standard 90-day 

plan identical for every client. Focuses on tools and implementations rather than business 

understanding. No mention of industry-specific considerations. 

Question 10 

“How should we measure whether this technology leadership 
arrangement is working?” 

 

Why This Matters 

Strong leaders want to be measured. They welcome accountability because it validates the value they 

provide. Weak leaders avoid specific metrics because measurement creates risk. 

The metrics that matter are business outcomes, not operational statistics. Uptime percentages and 

ticket resolution times are table stakes. Your MSP should be delivering those regardless of whether you 

have a vCIO. The strategic value of technology leadership shows up in business outcomes: successful 

project delivery, audit and compliance results, vendor cost optimization, and strategic initiative 

completion. 

Strong answer (3 points): Proposes metrics tied to business outcomes. Willing to be held accountable 

for strategic results, not just operational performance. Suggests regular reviews with honest assessment 

of progress. 

Weak answer (1 point): Focus exclusively on operational metrics (uptime, tickets). Reluctance to 

commit to measurable outcomes. Vague references to “client satisfaction” without defining what that 

means. 
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Scoring Your Conversation 

Add up the points from each question. Be honest. This exercise is for your benefit, not ours. 

Score What It Means 

25–30 Points Genuine executive capability. Your technology advisor has real experience. 

Verify their claims independently, but you likely have a strong partner. 

Consider whether they are applying that experience to your specific situation 

or delivering a generic service. 

18–24 Points Mixed capability. Your advisor has some executive experience but gaps in 

critical areas. They may provide value for operational and tactical decisions but 

lack the depth for truly strategic guidance. Identify the specific gaps and 

determine whether they matter for your business. 

10–17 Points Limited executive capability. The “vCIO” title does not reflect genuine 

executive experience. You are receiving account management with a strategic 

label. This may be adequate if you only need operational IT support, but it is 

not executive leadership and should not be priced or treated as such. 

 

Whatever your score reveals, the goal is clarity, not conflict. Your MSP may be 

providing excellent operational support. The question is whether the strategic 

component matches what you are paying for and what your business needs. These are 

separate evaluations. 

What To Do With Your Results 

If your score is high, you may have a genuinely valuable technology leadership arrangement. Protect it. 

Ensure you are getting enough of that person’s time and attention to justify the investment. 

If your score is in the middle range, have an honest conversation with your provider about the specific 

gaps. Some gaps can be addressed through their team. Others may require supplemental expertise. 

If your score is low, you have a decision to make. You can continue with the current arrangement and 

accept that you are getting operational support, not strategic leadership. Or you can explore what 

genuine executive technology leadership looks like. 
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Want to Compare? 

Ask us every question in this guide. We will answer each one with specifics, because we can. 
Schedule a conversation with Valukoda and see what executive technology leadership sounds 

like. 

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 created this guide because we believe business owners deserve to know what they are 

actually getting. 
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