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Chief data officers (CDOs) have worked tirelessly to carve out a place in the 
C-suite. Now that they've arrived, the role is already starting to evolve.

Data became the lynchpin of business strategy when digital transformation 
took hold. That raised the bar — and gave CDOs ownership over much more 
than compliance, governance and stewardship. Improving data availability, 
quality and compliance are still baseline responsibilities. Today, boards want 
CDOs to be business strategists as well, collaborating across the organization 
to capitalize on data more effectively.

They’re expected to be data champions, to define a business-wide data culture 
and strengthen business information as a strategic asset. No executive is 
an island. When boards are looking to them to help drive the organization 
forward, CDOs must surround themselves with people who have the skills, 
intelligence and drive necessary to continually deliver value.1

Making the case for data engineers and modelers, technology architects, 
software developers and other individuals with "hard" data skills hasn’t gone 
away. Every insight team needs people who bring sophisticated statistical, 
data management, and technology skills to the table. What’s changed is that 
CDOs increasingly need soft skills too. 

From number crunchers to culture creators

To build a data-led culture where decision making and strategic planning are 
insight driven, CDOs need people. They need change managers, business 
analystis, political navigators and even senior executives. Each will have the 
business acumen and communications, storytelling and persuasion skills. 
With the right people, CDOs will be able to identify the questions they need to 
ask— and how to get people to act on the data-driven answers.

So how do you build cross-functional data teams who are empowered to 
make decisions, execute strategies, and drive toward specific outcomes? 
Where talent is scarce, the exact nature of the cross-functional team model 
will depend on the business and its state of data maturity. 

Most CDOs will need to hire and upskill, draw on business and technology 
resources that live outside the insights team, or seek third-party guidance to 
create a comprehensive talent development plan.

1 https://www.informatica.com/lp/chief-data-officers-the-new-business-leaders_3966.html 
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Designing a data team talent model

As a guiding principle, CDOs should focus on building teams that can push 
them up the strategic ladder.2 With the role continuing to grow in stature and 
influence, CDOs will have to get better at collaboration.

As responsibilities become more strategic, they’ll need teams with enough 
autonomy and authority to directly influence operations, provide guidance 
on data policy and ensure work supports the overall business vision.

General advice

1. Hire attitude, not credentials

2. Find the right mix of technology and business skills

3. Reject strict "hard" and "soft" skill silos. Unify both within
multifunctional roles

Building data talent clusters

CDOs should look to establish a skills blend that aligns with the data 
management lifecycle. As a rule of thumb, that means having a core skill set 
composition that breaks out proportionally like this: 

With the role 
continuing to grow 
in stature and 
influence, CDOs will 
have to get better 
at collaboration.
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Once those people and skills are in place, the next step will be to augment or 
upskill technical skills with soft skills. The result will be new, empowered data 
roles designed to deliver business outcomes. For example:

Governance Gurus who can improve frameworks, policies, 
rules, processes and organizational structures to govern  
data and ensure regulatory compliance.

Analytics Champions who focus on empowering the  
wider organization to use data independently to achieve 
business outcomes.

Digital Innovators who can find new ways to monetize 
data, such as generating more revenue from current 
customers, entering new markets, or innovating new  
products, services or business models.

When to bring in external support

So, is it just a matter of hiring great people and then rounding out their skills 
and responsibilities? The practical challenges to recruitment in current data 
roles are daunting enough. As executives rely more and more on insights to 
drive important business decisions, CDOs must look beyond headcount plans 
and match future needs to strategic objectives.

That could mean reducing headcount and making the team leaner. It could 
mean making them more efficient by using technologies like machine learning 
to automate and scale data management activities.

It could also mean beefing up existing teams and skill sets, investing in new 
technology platforms or bringing in expert help to guide the process.

External support can be beneficial, especially at the setup stage when CDOs 
need to give shape to a multi-talented team development plan. Outside 
vendors bring the experience and best practices needed to create a talent 
strategy, which may include augmenting a core team with specialists, or 
demonstrating how to utilize people and skill sets in other departments.

The vendor can then see the plan's first phase through to completion or focus 
on strategy and leave the execution to you and your core team.

As executives rely 
more and more on 
insights to drive 
important business 
decisions, CDOs 
must look beyond 
headcount plans 
and match future 
needs to strategic 
objectives.

https://www.informatica.com


informatica.com 4informatica.com 4

How CDOs can build multi-talented insight teams

A team of all the talents

As data analytics drive more and more important business decisions, CDOs 
must look beyond headcount plans and match their future personnel needs 
to strategic objectives.

A robust talent acquisition plan packed with attractive avenues for young 
data specialists is a good place to start. Offer talented new joiners a place 
on a people-centric insights team with a culture that focuses on driving 
organizational change and prioritizes personal and professional development.

Every top performer wants a role where they can learn, apply their skills and 
unlock data benefits for the business. As AI moves to center stage, it's also 
worth adding ethical awareness to the list of desired attributes. Look for 
candidates who can articulate the ethical concerns around data use and the 
biases built into machine learning.

Our client engagements have shown how important it is to know your insight 
team's capabilities and workflows before you start to acquire, nurture, and 
retain data talent.3 You may find that there are in-house skill sets outside the 
data team that can be drawn from when needed. Externally you might benefit 
from on-demand talent pools and platforms that allow you to engage data 
specialists on a project basis.

Regardless of the operating model, you’ll need a team that’s empowered 
at every level and in a way that allows for creativity and a degree of 
independence. Otherwise, CDOs could find themselves stuck down in the 
weeds, commanding and controlling tactical activity rather than focusing on 
the strategic outcomes that boards demand.
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