
The BCS and Computing UK IT 
Industry Awards took place on 
10 November 2011. Some of the 
finalists in the CIO of the Year 
category, and the eventual  
winner, give an insight into their 
careers and the achievements 
that have brought them this far.
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Phil Pavitt, HMRC
What does it take to be a great CIO? 
It’s about leadership, people,  
understanding the business. The order 
depends on the issues you have to face.

What’s the biggest challenge you face?
Trying to develop and deliver massive 
changes with cost restrictions. Right now 
it is to help fund UK PLC, cut costs, serve 
business, collect tax and close the tax gap.

Best advice? 
A retiring person said to me: ‘Worry about 
the numbers, not the anecdotes that  
people say.’ You need to listen to people 
of course, but what do the numbers really 
say? Understand them. It’s not based on 
personalities or stories, because you can 
always find bad IT stories.

Biggest achievement? 
I have a saying that I am a business leader 
who happens to work in IT. I want to make 
IT boring, not as in people don’t like it, but 
in that people don’t talk about it. 

Ian Cox, May Gurney
What does it take to be a great CIO?
You need to understand the business – so 
that your strategy and the solutions that 
go with that are aligned with where your 
business colleagues are going.

What’s the biggest challenge you face?
Stretching thinking as to what is  
possible with technology. At May Gurney 
we were fairly unsophisticated, so we 
wanted to raise expectations, and get  
people to believe that a lot more was  

possible other than just fixing problems. 
Now we are beyond that and are  
managing expectations.

Best advice?
A previous mentor suggested I attend 
London Business School to do a corporate 
finance course – so that gave me a good 
understanding of how business works 
from a corporate and financial  
perspective. 

You’ve got to have a good technology 
background, but you’ve also got to 
understand how the business works. 
You’ve got to be able to describe the 
technology and solutions in a way that 
business people understand them and 
show the link between technology and 
what the business outcomes are.

Biggest achievement?
Creating a new platform, so we can win 
new work. We’ve come from being behind 
our competitors to winning work because 
of our technology.

James Thomas, UCLH
What does it take to be a great CIO?
It’s multifaceted – you have to have an 
ability to understand business and outputs 
from business and the inputs required to 
support the business. You have to have 
the right people around you and be able to 
motivate them. You also have to have an 
appetite for change – you mustn’t fight the 
need for change as it’s absolutely at the 
core of the role.

What’s the biggest challenge you face?
The role is the bridge between business 
as to how it transacts and produces its 
outcomes and a suite of technologies and 
information to try and help that business 
work. So you act as a broker between do
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I want to make IT boring, not as in people don’t 
like it, but in that people don’t talk about it. 

BIG JOBS 1: WHAT IT TAKES TO BE A

GREAT CIO
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Biggest achievement?
For the last five years I’ve been working 
in the NHS and the focus that comes from 
making something better for a clinician or 
nurse is phenomenally rewarding. 

One of the big biggest achievements in 
the last couple of years was that I inherited 

a data centre of 120 plus clinical systems 
in the basement of an old building and over 
a nine month period managed to move that 
into primary and secondary systems  
without a single bit of downtime for six 
hospitals. It went from my biggest  
nightmare keeping me awake every night 
to being a really good success. 

From a clinician/nurse perspective they 
didn’t even know we’d done it, so that was 
a really good testament. 

In April we opened a £100 million 
cancer centre without waiting rooms on 
the basis that we are using kiosks, texting 
and summoning; we have orchestrated 
the building around making the patient 
experience better. This also enables people 
to be assessed and prescribed in one-day, 
something that previously took two days. 
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Mark Bramwell, Wellcome Trust
What does it take to be a great CIO?
More of it is about being customer-facing 
and customer-focused rather than being 
a technologist now and with that a really 
good CIO needs to understand his team 
and make them feel empowered and know 

what success looks like. If the team isn’t 
successful, then neither am I.

What’s the biggest challenge you face?
We are a unique organisation that has 
three autonomous businesses in  
investments, grant giving and a head office 
function. In any given day I could be  
talking to our chief investment officer who 
is looking after £14.5 billion, or 220 PHds 
giving away £600 million of grant funding 
or to the COO about the forecasting for the 
year. So transitioning between being an 
investment banker, medical researcher 
scientist or COO, is what I face everyday. 

Best advice?
The foundation is service. If you can’t 
deliver a service that is reliable, robust and 
performing then you may as well forget 
everything else. If you deliver service you 
build credibility and that leads to trust. If 
you have trust you can influence and add 
value to an organisation. It’s one of the 
most exciting times there has ever been in 
technology. So careers in this area are a 
great opportunity.

Biggest achievement?
Being shortlisted for CIO of Year Award! 
Also, having been able to save over a  
million pounds in IT operating costs. Being 
the organisation that we are that money 
goes to supporting medical research,  
making a positive contribution. Every 
pound I save could be the one that goes 
toward curing cancer or malaria or  
diabetes.

The full videos are here:  
www.bcs.org/content/conWebDoc/42600

those two. To help people understand 
what their information need is and then 
work with a world that is becoming  
ever-more complex in the technology  
provider space and work out which of 
those bits you should be trying to deliver 
and put in place to assist your business.

Best advice?
Paul Coby wrote an article for CIO  
magazine on the top 50 things to do to be 
a CIO and that was broken down into what 
you need to do for yourself, what you need 
to do for the business, how to motivate 
your staff and so on. 

I go back to that every two years or so. 
It’s really interesting because you’ll find 
that in the last two years you’ve focused 
on a couple of areas and made progress, 
but sometimes to the detriment of others. 
It’s good to make sure I go back and tackle 
all the areas in a positive way.

The job will be difficult and challenging 
at times, but when you get through 
challenging times you are a much better 
person because of it. 

Try to take the positives from an 
oppressive situation. There will be a way 
through, so take the positives, learn from it 
and coach others. 

BIG JOBS 1: WHAT IT TAKES TO BE A

There will always be a way through, so take 
the positives, learn from it and coach others.

careers to follow, you’ve spent three 
years training as an engineer, it’s  
madness to throw it away, you may 
not like IT. But IT has matured and paid 
twice as much. Best: Chief Executive 
Justin King says about his career: always 
try to do an absolutely fantastic job of 
whatever you’re doing at the time and 
when an opportunity comes up grab it.

Biggest achievement? 
The thing I’m most proud about is going 
from trainee programmer to IT Director 
across 25 years. It is harder and harder 
to find an entry-level position and go to 
the top – we are proud of that possibility 
at Sainsbury’s.

What does it take to be a great CIO? 
You need to be good with building 
relationships across the business. IT 
connects the business, so we work 
with every division all the time. Need to 
be in step with our colleagues – great 
relationship builder, and commercial in 
thinking rather than tech centric.

What’s the biggest challenge you face?
IT can be a little bit like the wild west, 
so my challenging times have been 
working with decisions we’ve made and 
getting them to work with partners.

Best advice? 
A lecturer at Uni gave me advice on 

The Winner: Rob Fraser, Sainsbury’s


