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Executive Summary 
Organizations increasingly recognize cybersecurity as a board-level concern. In 
response, many create the role of Chief Information Security Officer (CISO) to 
lead cybersecurity strategy and risk management. Yet despite the widespread 
adoption of the title, organizations often experience persistent uncertainty 
regarding what authority the CISO role is intended to hold. 

This ambiguity produces predictable governance challenges. Cybersecurity 
leaders may be assigned responsibility for enterprise security outcomes while 
lacking the authority to influence operational decisions. In other cases, leaders 
may possess strong operational authority but be expected to perform enterprise 
risk governance functions for which the role was not designed. When friction 
emerges, the resulting problems are frequently interpreted as leadership failure 
rather than structural role misalignment. 

This paper argues that the CISO title does not represent a single executive 
function. Instead, it is applied across distinct authority architectures that serve 
different organizational purposes. Some CISOs operate primarily as operational 
command authorities responsible for maintaining the integrity and resilience of 
critical systems. Others operate as enterprise governance authorities responsible 
for interpreting and managing cyber risk within executive and board decision 
structures. 

The CISO Authority Architecture (CAA) framework clarifies these distinctions by 
identifying two parallel leadership structures: 

Operating CISOs, whose authority is centered on operational command and 
defensive execution in environments where cyber failure produces immediate 
operational consequences. 

Governing CISOs, whose authority is centered on enterprise risk governance, 
regulatory engagement, and executive decision support in environments where 
cyber risk primarily manifests through trust, financial, or regulatory exposure. 

These authority structures are not stages of a single career progression. They 
represent distinct organizational roles that emerge in response to different 
operational and governance conditions. 

The framework further establishes explicit entry boundaries for CISO authority, 
distinguishing true CISO roles from operational cybersecurity leadership 
positions that remain structurally subordinate within enterprise authority 
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hierarchies. It also introduces categories for situational and consultative authority 
roles—such as deputy CISOs and fractional CISOs—and identifies a bounded 
hybrid condition in which organizations temporarily require both operating and 
governing authority within the same role. 

Understanding these distinctions has direct implications for cybersecurity 
governance. Many apparent CISO performance failures are better understood as 
authority mismatches, where organizations recruit leaders suited for one 
authority structure while requiring another. When authority expectations remain 
implicit, leadership turnover becomes more likely and governance friction 
increases. 

The central conclusion of this paper is that cybersecurity leadership should be 
designed through authority architecture rather than title assignment. Boards and 
executive leadership must determine which authority structure their organization 
requires before defining the CISO role itself. 

By clarifying how cybersecurity authority is structured, the CISO Authority 
Architecture framework provides organizations with a model for designing 
leadership roles that align with their operational realities, governance obligations, 
and risk environment. 

In doing so, it reframes the CISO role not as a generic executive title but as a 
deliberate governance design decision. 

Abstract 
The title Chief Information Security Officer (CISO) is widely used across modern 
organizations, yet the authority structure underlying the role remains 
inconsistently defined. This ambiguity frequently produces governance friction, 
leadership turnover, and misaligned expectations regarding cybersecurity 
leadership. 

This paper introduces the CISO Authority Architecture (CAA) framework, a 
structural model that explains how cybersecurity leadership authority is organized 
within enterprises. Drawing on comparative role analysis and observable 
authority signals across cybersecurity leadership positions, the framework 
identifies two distinct CISO authority structures: an Operating CISO ladder, 
centered on operational command authority in environments where cyber failure 
produces immediate operational consequences, and a Governing CISO ladder, 
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centered on enterprise risk governance authority in environments where cyber 
risk manifests primarily through regulatory, financial, and trust-related exposure. 

The model further defines explicit entry boundaries for CISO authority, 
distinguishing enterprise cybersecurity authority from delegated operational 
security leadership roles. It also introduces classifications for situational and 
consultative authority roles and describes a bounded hybrid condition in which 
organizations temporarily require both operating and governing authority within 
the same role. 

The central contribution of the framework is to demonstrate that the CISO title 
does not represent a single executive function but is instead applied across 
distinct authority architectures. Recognizing these architectures allows 
organizations to design cybersecurity leadership roles aligned with their 
operational context and governance requirements, reducing the likelihood of 
authority mismatches that are often misinterpreted as leadership failure. 

 

1. Introduction 
Organizations frequently assign the title Chief Information Security Officer as 
though the title itself resolves the underlying question of cybersecurity authority. 
It does not. In practice, organizations often create structural ambiguity at the 
moment they believe they are creating clarity. They name a CISO without first 
determining what form of authority the role is expected to hold, where that 
authority begins and ends, and how it relates to executive decision structures, 
operating command, external trust obligations, and risk acceptance. The result is 
not merely role confusion. It is predictable governance failure. 

This paper begins from a simple premise: cybersecurity leadership cannot be 
understood through title inflation, reporting lines, or functional scope alone. It 
must be understood through authority. The central problem is not that 
organizations lack security leaders. The problem is that they routinely collapse 
distinct forms of authority into a single title and then interpret resulting friction as 
a leadership deficiency rather than a structural design error. A role built for 
operational command behaves differently from a role built for enterprise risk 
framing. A role built for external trust and assurance behaves differently from one 
built for internal defensive execution. When those differences are obscured, 
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organizations mis-specify the role, mis-hire the leader, and misdiagnose the 
failure. 

The concept introduced here—CISO Authority Architecture—provides a 
structural framework for resolving that ambiguity. It argues that the CISO role is 
not a single ladder with increasing seniority, but a title applied across materially 
different authority models. Specifically, this paper identifies two parallel CISO 
ladders: an Operating ladder and a Governing ladder. These are not junior and 
senior variants of the same role. They are distinct authority forms with different 
center-of-gravity functions, different escalation patterns, different externalities, 
and different organizational purposes. The framework also explains why many 
roles commonly labeled “CISO” do not, in fact, occupy either ladder, and why 
certain edge cases are better understood as situational or consultative authority 
forms rather than core CISO structures. 

This distinction matters because cybersecurity authority is not interchangeable. 
In some environments, cyber failure is operational failure: mission interruption, 
safety consequence, loss of uptime, or immediate degradation of critical function. 
In those environments, the organization may require a CISO with real operating 
authority. In others, cyber failure is primarily a trust, assurance, or governance 
failure expressed through regulators, customers, audit, or executive risk posture. 
In those environments, the organization may require a CISO whose primary 
authority is governing rather than operational. Treating those cases as though 
they call for the same role produces foreseeable friction. The organization hires 
for one authority pattern while needing another. 

This paper therefore reframes a common organizational mistake. Many apparent 
CISO performance failures are better understood as authority mismatches. The 
organization did not fail merely because it selected the wrong person. It failed 
because it left the authority model implicit. This distinction is important. Replacing 
a CISO is appropriate when authority requirements change. It is a governance 
failure when authority requirements remain implicit. The problem is not 
leadership turnover by itself. The problem is organizational refusal to define what 
kind of cybersecurity authority is actually required. 

From that premise, the paper develops a structural model for classifying CISO 
roles, identifying entry and exit boundaries, distinguishing true CISO authority 
from delegated security leadership, and explaining the bounded overlap zone in 
which organizations briefly demand high levels of both operating and governing 
authority at once. It then uses that framework to explain mis-hiring patterns, title 
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inflation, governance friction, and the recurring confusion surrounding deputies, 
divisional CISOs, field CISOs, vCISOs, and other adjacent roles. 

The goal is not to standardize the CISO title around a single archetype. The goal 
is to make visible the authority choices organizations are already making—often 
badly and implicitly—when they create cybersecurity leadership roles. Once 
those choices are made explicit, boards and executives can define the role they 
actually need, evaluate candidates against the correct authority structure, and 
reduce the governance failures that follow from ambiguity disguised as design. 

2. Methodology and Model Derivation 

2.1 Observational Basis 

The CISO Authority Architecture model emerged from structured observation of 
cybersecurity leadership roles across multiple organizational contexts rather than 
from a predefined theoretical construct. The analysis examined how 
cybersecurity authority is actually exercised in practice across a range of 
environments, including defense and mission systems, regulated financial 
institutions, enterprise SaaS organizations, and infrastructure operators. 

The initial observation motivating this work was persistent inconsistency in how 
the title Chief Information Security Officer was used. Roles carrying the CISO title 
often differed materially in authority, organizational purpose, and decision rights. 
Some operated as operational command authorities responsible for real-time 
defensive execution and mission continuity. Others functioned primarily as 
enterprise governance authorities responsible for risk framing, regulatory 
assurance, and board-level communication. Still others appeared to be delegated 
operational leadership roles positioned beneath enterprise authority structures. 

These observations suggested that the apparent diversity of CISO roles could 
not be explained solely by organizational size, industry, or reporting structure. 
Instead, the variation appeared to reflect deeper differences in authority 
structure. 
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2.2 Comparative Role Analysis 

To better understand the nature of these differences, cybersecurity leadership 
roles were compared with other executive functions whose authority structures 
are more consistently defined, including the Chief Financial Officer (CFO), Chief 
Information Officer (CIO), Chief Operating Officer (COO), and Chief Risk Officer 
(CRO). 

This comparison revealed that most executive roles exhibit relatively stable 
authority patterns. For example, CFO roles consistently center on financial 
control authority, while COO roles concentrate on operational execution 
authority. Although responsibilities may expand or contract depending on 
organizational scale, the underlying authority model remains consistent. 

Cybersecurity leadership roles did not exhibit this same stability. Roles labeled 
as CISO frequently combined, separated, or redistributed authority in ways not 
observed in other executive positions. In some organizations, the CISO 
exercised operational command authority over security operations and incident 
response. In others, the role functioned primarily as a risk governance authority 
interacting with boards, regulators, and customers. In still others, the title 
appeared to be applied to operational security leaders who remained structurally 
subordinate to enterprise risk or technology leadership. 

This comparison reinforced the hypothesis that the CISO title was being applied 
across multiple authority models rather than representing a single executive 
function. 

 

2.3 Authority Signal Identification 

To evaluate these patterns more systematically, the analysis focused on 
identifying observable authority signals within cybersecurity leadership roles. 
These signals were derived from role descriptions, organizational reporting 
structures, operational responsibilities, and external engagement requirements. 

Two broad categories of authority signals emerged consistently: 

Operational authority signals, including command responsibility for security 
operations, direct authority during incident response, mission or uptime 
accountability, and integration with operational command structures. 
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Governing authority signals, including board reporting responsibilities, regulatory 
interface, enterprise risk framing authority, customer assurance responsibilities, 
and participation in executive governance forums. 

Roles exhibiting operational authority signals were primarily oriented toward 
maintaining the integrity, availability, and resilience of systems during real-time 
operations. Roles exhibiting governing authority signals were primarily oriented 
toward shaping enterprise risk posture, interpreting cyber risk for executive 
leadership, and maintaining external trust relationships. 

Importantly, these signals were not correlated with seniority alone. Some highly 
senior CISOs exhibited primarily governing authority, while others held 
operational command authority in mission-critical environments. 

 

2.4 Failure of a Linear Leadership Model 

Early attempts to organize cybersecurity leadership roles into a traditional linear 
hierarchy proved unsuccessful. A conventional leadership progression model—
such as Director, Senior Director, Vice President, and CISO—assumes that 
authority expands along a single vertical dimension. 

However, when applied to cybersecurity leadership roles, this model repeatedly 
failed to explain observed behavior. Roles with similar seniority levels exhibited 
fundamentally different authority structures. Some positions focused on 
operational command, while others focused on enterprise governance. These 
differences were not incremental variations in scope but reflected distinct 
organizational purposes. 

This failure of a linear hierarchy suggested that cybersecurity leadership roles 
were not distributed along a single ladder of increasing authority. 

 

2.5 Emergence of Parallel Authority Structures 

The recurring authority signals instead suggested the presence of two distinct 
leadership structures within cybersecurity organizations. 

The first structure centered on operational command authority. These roles 
existed primarily in environments where cyber failure translated directly into 
operational failure, such as mission systems, critical infrastructure, or high-
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availability operational platforms. In these contexts, cybersecurity leadership 
functioned as an operational command role responsible for defensive execution 
and system resilience. 

The second structure centered on enterprise governance authority. These roles 
were oriented toward enterprise risk framing, regulatory engagement, and 
external assurance. In these environments, cybersecurity leadership served 
primarily as an executive governance authority responsible for interpreting and 
managing cyber risk at the organizational level. 

These patterns led to the identification of two parallel leadership structures within 
cybersecurity: 

an Operating CISO ladder, centered on operational command authority, and 

a Governing CISO ladder, centered on enterprise risk governance authority. 

These ladders are not junior and senior versions of the same role. They 
represent distinct authority architectures that emerge in response to different 
organizational conditions. 

 

2.6 Stress Testing the Model 

To evaluate the robustness of this framework, the proposed model was applied 
to a broad set of cybersecurity leadership roles drawn from public job 
descriptions, organizational structures, and industry role examples. 

This stress test included roles such as divisional CISOs, deputy CISOs, field 
CISOs, director-level security leaders, and vice president–level security 
executives. Each role was evaluated against observable authority signals to 
determine whether it mapped to the operating ladder, the governing ladder, or a 
different structural category. 

This process consistently revealed four recurring categories: 

Pre-CISO operational security leadership roles 

Operating CISO roles 

Governing CISO roles 

Situational or advisory authority roles 
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The consistency of these classifications across industries suggested that the 
dual-ladder model captured a structural reality rather than an industry-specific 
phenomenon. 

 

2.7 Implications for CISO Role Design 

The methodological process described above led to a central conclusion: the title 
CISO does not denote a single executive function. Instead, it is applied to roles 
occupying distinct authority architectures. 

This insight forms the basis of the CISO Authority Architecture model presented 
in the following sections. By distinguishing operating and governing authority 
structures—and by defining clear entry boundaries and adjacent role 
categories—the model provides a framework for understanding how 
cybersecurity leadership authority is actually structured within organizations. 

The remaining sections of this paper develop this framework and explore its 
implications for cybersecurity governance, executive hiring, and organizational 
design. 

3. Authority as the Basis of Cybersecurity Leadership 

3.1 Authority in Organizational Design 

Organizational roles are often described in terms of responsibilities, functions, or 
reporting relationships. These descriptors, however, do not fully explain how 
decisions are made or who ultimately controls consequential outcomes. Those 
dynamics are governed by authority. 

Authority in organizational systems refers to the formally or structurally 
recognized ability to make decisions that change the state of the organization 
and its risk posture. It determines who can direct action, who can halt action, and 
who ultimately accepts the consequences of those decisions. 

In practice, authority defines the real operating structure of an organization. 
Titles, job descriptions, and reporting lines provide signals of responsibility, but 
authority determines who can commit the organization to consequential 
outcomes. When authority is clear, decision structures are stable. When authority 
is ambiguous, organizations experience persistent governance friction. 
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Cybersecurity leadership is particularly sensitive to this distinction because cyber 
risk sits at the intersection of operational systems, enterprise governance, 
regulatory accountability, and external trust relationships. As a result, 
cybersecurity roles frequently interact with multiple authority domains 
simultaneously. 

 

3.2 Authority, Responsibility, and Accountability 

Confusion surrounding cybersecurity leadership often stems from the conflation 
of three related but distinct concepts: responsibility, accountability, and authority. 

Responsibility refers to the obligation to perform a function or manage a process. 
Security operations teams, incident responders, and engineering groups typically 
hold operational responsibilities within the cybersecurity domain. 

Accountability refers to the obligation to answer for outcomes. Executives 
responsible for enterprise risk posture, regulatory compliance, or operational 
resilience may hold accountability for cybersecurity outcomes even if they do not 
manage day-to-day security operations. 

Authority, by contrast, refers to the recognized power to make decisions that alter 
those outcomes. Authority determines who can direct operational actions, who 
can accept or reject risk, and who can impose constraints on organizational 
behavior. 

These distinctions matter because responsibility and accountability can be 
distributed widely throughout an organization, while authority must remain 
structurally coherent. When responsibility and accountability are assigned without 
corresponding authority, roles become symbolic rather than functional. 
Conversely, when authority exists without clear accountability, organizations 
experience uncontrolled risk accumulation. 

In cybersecurity governance, the CISO title is frequently assigned responsibility 
and accountability signals without clearly defining the authority structure 
underlying the role. This mismatch creates the appearance of executive authority 
while leaving key decisions dispersed across technology leadership, operations, 
risk management, or executive governance bodies. 
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3.3 Cybersecurity as a Cross-Domain Authority Problem 

Cybersecurity leadership exposes authority ambiguity more clearly than most 
executive roles because cyber risk spans multiple domains simultaneously. 

Operational systems depend on cybersecurity defenses to maintain uptime and 
safety. Enterprise governance structures depend on cybersecurity leadership to 
interpret and manage organizational risk. Regulators and customers rely on 
cybersecurity leaders to provide assurance regarding control effectiveness and 
risk posture. Technology organizations rely on cybersecurity leadership to shape 
architectural constraints and security standards. 

Each of these domains involves different forms of authority. Operational 
environments require command authority capable of directing defensive action 
during incidents. Governance environments require risk-framing authority 
capable of informing executive and board decision making. Regulatory and 
customer environments require assurance authority capable of representing 
organizational security posture externally. 

When these domains intersect, organizations may inadvertently assign a single 
title—CISO—to roles that actually operate within different authority structures. 
This leads to persistent confusion regarding what the CISO is expected to 
control, influence, or represent. 

 

3.4 Authority Ambiguity and Governance Friction 

When authority structures remain implicit, organizations tend to interpret resulting 
friction as leadership failure rather than structural design failure. 

For example, an organization may hire a CISO expecting operational command 
authority while placing the role inside a governance reporting structure that limits 
operational decision rights. Alternatively, an organization may hire a governance-
oriented CISO while expecting the role to function as a real-time operational 
commander during security incidents. 

In both cases the role itself is structurally mis-specified. The organization has not 
clarified whether cybersecurity leadership is expected to function primarily as an 
operational command authority or as an enterprise governance authority. 

This ambiguity creates predictable outcomes. The CISO may struggle to direct 
operational activity, or may be excluded from executive governance decisions. 
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Security programs may accumulate responsibility without corresponding 
authority. Boards and executives may misinterpret normal authority limitations as 
performance deficiencies. 

These patterns illustrate a broader principle: cybersecurity leadership failure is 
frequently an authority design failure. 

 

3.5 From Authority Ambiguity to Authority Architecture 

Recognizing these dynamics requires shifting the focus of cybersecurity 
leadership analysis away from titles and toward authority structure. 

Instead of asking what a CISO is responsible for, organizations must ask what 
authority the role is intended to exercise. Once authority is defined, the role’s 
responsibilities, reporting structures, and decision boundaries can be aligned 
accordingly. 

This shift leads to the central premise of this paper: the CISO title is applied 
across multiple authority structures that serve different organizational purposes. 
Treating these structures as variations of a single role obscures the underlying 
governance design problem. 

The CISO Authority Architecture model therefore begins with authority as the 
primary organizing principle. By identifying distinct authority patterns within 
cybersecurity leadership, the framework clarifies how different types of CISO 
roles emerge and how organizations can design them intentionally. 

The next section introduces the core model that results from this analysis. 

4. The CISO Authority Architecture Model 

4.1 The Limits of Title-Based Role Design 

Organizations commonly treat the title Chief Information Security Officer as 
though it represents a single, well-defined executive function. In practice, 
however, the title is applied to roles that differ materially in authority, 
organizational purpose, and decision rights. 

This variation is often explained as a difference in organizational maturity or 
seniority. Larger organizations are assumed to have “more senior” CISOs, while 
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smaller organizations are assumed to have “less senior” ones. Yet this 
explanation does not adequately describe observed behavior. Roles carrying the 
same title frequently operate within fundamentally different authority structures 
even when organizational scale and industry are comparable. 

The underlying issue is that the CISO title does not denote a single leadership 
ladder. Instead, it is used to describe roles that sit within different authority 
architectures. Without recognizing this distinction, organizations attempt to 
interpret structural differences as differences in competence or leadership style. 

The CISO Authority Architecture model addresses this ambiguity by 
distinguishing the authority structures that underlie cybersecurity leadership 
roles. 

 

4.2 Two Parallel Authority Ladders 

Analysis of cybersecurity leadership roles reveals that the CISO title most 
commonly appears within two distinct authority structures: 

an Operating CISO ladder, and 

a Governing CISO ladder. 

These ladders are not sequential stages of the same career progression. They 
represent different forms of authority that arise in response to different 
organizational conditions. 
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Figure 1. CISO Authority Architecture.  

Operational security leadership (L) precedes entry into CISO authority. Entry 
occurs when authority transitions from L4 to O1. The architecture separates 
operating (O) and governing (G) CISO ladders, with hybrid authority conditions 
emerging where operational command and enterprise governance 
responsibilities coexist. 

The Operating CISO ladder is centered on operational command authority. 
These roles exist in environments where cyber failure directly produces 
operational failure, such as mission disruption, safety consequence, or service 
interruption. In these contexts, cybersecurity leadership functions as an 
operational command role responsible for defensive execution and resilience. 

The Governing CISO ladder is centered on enterprise risk governance authority. 
These roles exist in environments where cyber risk primarily manifests through 
regulatory exposure, customer trust obligations, and enterprise risk posture. In 
these contexts, cybersecurity leadership functions as an executive governance 
role responsible for interpreting and managing cyber risk across the organization. 

Because these authority structures serve different purposes, they produce 
different leadership behaviors, escalation patterns, and organizational 
relationships. Treating them as variations of the same role obscures the 
structural logic behind cybersecurity leadership design. 
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4.3 Authority Differences Rather Than Seniority Differences 

The distinction between operating and governing CISOs does not represent a 
difference in seniority. Both ladders can exist at the highest levels of executive 
leadership depending on organizational context. 

An Operating CISO may hold real-time command authority over defensive 
operations in environments where system integrity and availability are mission-
critical. A Governing CISO may operate primarily within executive governance 
structures, shaping enterprise risk posture and communicating cyber risk to 
boards, regulators, and external stakeholders. 

The difference between these roles lies not in experience or expertise but in the 
type of authority exercised. One focuses on operational command authority over 
defensive execution, while the other focuses on governance authority over 
enterprise risk posture. 

Recognizing this distinction prevents organizations from misinterpreting authority 
differences as competence differences. A leader successful in one authority 
model may struggle in the other not because of capability limitations but because 
the underlying authority structure has changed. 

 

4.4 Authority Signals and Role Classification 

The CISO Authority Architecture model relies on observable authority signals to 
determine where roles sit within the framework. 

Operating authority signals typically include: 

command responsibility for security operations and incident response 

integration with operational command structures 

accountability for system availability, mission continuity, or operational resilience 

authority to direct defensive actions during active incidents 

Governing authority signals typically include: 

enterprise risk framing and executive advisory responsibilities 
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regular interaction with boards, regulators, and audit functions 

responsibility for organizational security posture and assurance 

coordination of cybersecurity governance across business units 

Roles that primarily exhibit operational authority signals map to the Operating 
CISO ladder. Roles that primarily exhibit governance authority signals map to the 
Governing CISO ladder. 

This signal-based approach allows roles to be classified based on their actual 
authority structures rather than on titles or reporting relationships alone. 

 

4.5 Entry Boundaries for CISO Authority 

A second key feature of the CISO Authority Architecture model is the recognition 
that not all cybersecurity leadership roles belong within the CISO ladders. 

Many organizations assign the CISO title to roles that function primarily as 
delegated operational security leaders rather than enterprise authorities. 
Director-level and vice president–level security leaders may manage large 
security organizations while remaining structurally subordinate to enterprise 
authority holders such as CIOs, CROs, or enterprise CISOs. 

These roles are critical to organizational security operations but do not represent 
entry points into the CISO authority ladders. Instead, they belong to a separate 
operational leadership structure that precedes CISO authority. 

Within the CISO Authority Architecture framework, entry into the CISO domain 
occurs only when cybersecurity leadership authority becomes enterprise-relevant 
and non-escalatable within its domain. The operating ladder begins when 
cybersecurity leadership holds operational command authority over enterprise 
defensive execution. The governing ladder begins when cybersecurity leadership 
holds enterprise authority to frame cyber risk for executive decision makers. 

These entry boundaries establish where the CISO role begins and distinguish it 
from broader cybersecurity leadership structures. 
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4.6 Adjacent and Situational Authority Roles 

Not all cybersecurity leadership roles map cleanly to the operating or governing 
ladders. Some roles exist temporarily or function as advisory authorities rather 
than permanent structural positions. 

Examples include deputy CISOs, interim CISOs, incident commanders during 
major crises, and fractional or advisory security leaders. These roles often 
exercise authority within specific contexts without holding enduring enterprise 
authority. 

The CISO Authority Architecture model treats these as situational or consultative 
authority roles rather than as rungs within the primary ladders. This distinction 
prevents edge cases from distorting the core architecture while still accounting 
for real-world organizational variation. 

 

4.7 Architecture Overview 

Taken together, these elements form the CISO Authority Architecture model. 

The framework consists of: 

two parallel CISO authority ladders 

clearly defined entry boundaries for CISO authority 

adjacent categories for situational and advisory roles 

a bounded overlap condition where organizations temporarily require both 
operating and governing authority simultaneously 

This architecture allows cybersecurity leadership roles to be understood in terms 
of authority structure rather than title or reporting hierarchy. It also explains why 
organizations frequently mis-specify CISO roles when they assume the title 
represents a single leadership model. 

The following sections examine the two ladders in detail, beginning with the 
Operating CISO ladder. 
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5. The Operating CISO Ladder (O) 

5.1 Defining Operating Cybersecurity Authority 

The Operating CISO ladder describes cybersecurity leadership roles whose 
authority is rooted in operational command. In these environments, cyber failure 
directly produces operational failure. The consequence is not primarily 
reputational or regulatory exposure, but immediate disruption to mission 
execution, service availability, or safety. 

Organizations operating under these conditions require cybersecurity leadership 
capable of directing defensive activity in real time. Decision authority must exist 
close to operational execution because delays in escalation can produce 
immediate operational degradation. 

Operating CISOs therefore function less as risk interpreters and more as 
operational commanders responsible for maintaining the integrity and availability 
of critical systems. Their authority is exercised primarily through security 
operations, incident command structures, and defensive coordination across 
technical and operational teams. 

This authority structure most commonly appears in environments where cyber 
disruption produces immediate mission consequences, such as defense 
systems, critical infrastructure, high-availability operational platforms, and safety-
relevant industrial environments. 

Because these conditions are relatively rare compared with enterprise 
governance contexts, true Operating CISO roles appear far less frequently than 
their governing counterparts. 

 

5.2 Entry Boundary: O1 as Pre-CISO Authority 

Before the Operating CISO ladder begins, cybersecurity leadership roles often 
exist with substantial operational responsibility but without enterprise authority. 

These roles include director-level or vice president–level security leaders 
responsible for managing security operations centers, defensive teams, incident 
response organizations, or enterprise detection programs. While these leaders 
exercise operational responsibility and may direct security activity during 
incidents, their authority remains structurally delegated. 
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In these cases escalation authority ultimately resides with another executive 
authority holder such as an enterprise CISO, CIO, CTO, or operational 
leadership chain. 

Within the CISO Authority Architecture model, these roles occupy O1, the highest 
tier of operational cybersecurity leadership that remains structurally subordinate 
to enterprise authority. 

O1 therefore represents the final stage of pre-CISO operational leadership rather 
than entry into the CISO authority domain. 

Entry into the Operating CISO ladder occurs only when cybersecurity leadership 
authority becomes non-escalatable within its operational domain, meaning the 
role itself holds the authority to direct defensive action without requiring approval 
from another executive authority holder. 

 

5.3 O2 – Enterprise Operating CISO 

The first true level of the Operating CISO ladder is O2, the Enterprise Operating 
CISO. 

At this level, cybersecurity leadership holds operational authority over enterprise 
defensive execution. The role is responsible for directing defensive operations, 
coordinating incident response, and ensuring operational resilience of the 
organization’s systems and services. 

Unlike O1 roles, O2 CISOs possess authority that is not structurally subordinate 
to another technical executive for operational defensive decisions. During 
incidents, they can direct operational action across technical teams and systems 
to maintain service integrity. 

O2 CISOs typically maintain close integration with operational leadership 
functions such as infrastructure operations, reliability engineering, safety 
systems, or mission operations. Their authority intersects directly with operational 
uptime and system integrity. 

This role is most commonly found in organizations where cybersecurity incidents 
represent immediate operational threats rather than primarily governance or 
regulatory concerns. 
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5.4 O3 – Strategic Operating CISO 

The second level of the Operating CISO ladder is O3, the Strategic Operating 
CISO. 

At this level, cybersecurity leadership authority expands beyond directing 
defensive operations into shaping the operational security architecture of the 
organization itself. 

O3 CISOs influence how operational systems are designed, integrated, and 
defended. Their authority focuses less on direct command of individual incidents 
and more on the structural design of defensive operating models across the 
enterprise. 

Responsibilities at this level typically include shaping resilience architecture, 
coordinating defensive strategy across complex operational environments, and 
arbitrating tradeoffs between operational continuity and defensive posture. 

The shift from O2 to O3 therefore represents a transition from direct operational 
command toward operational system design and arbitration. 

 

5.5 Structural Conditions for Operating CISOs 

Operating CISOs appear only when cyber disruption produces immediate 
operational consequences. 

In many organizations, cyber incidents primarily generate reputational, financial, 
or regulatory exposure rather than operational disruption. In those contexts, 
cybersecurity leadership tends to function primarily as a governance authority 
rather than an operational command authority. 

Operating CISOs therefore tend to appear in environments where system 
availability, safety, or mission continuity is tightly coupled with cybersecurity 
performance. Examples include critical infrastructure operators, safety-relevant 
industrial systems, defense mission environments, and certain high-availability 
service platforms. 

Outside of these conditions, organizations typically do not require a cybersecurity 
executive whose primary authority lies in operational command. 
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5.6 Why Operating CISOs Are Rare 

The relative rarity of Operating CISOs reflects the fact that most organizations 
experience cybersecurity primarily as a risk governance problem rather than an 
operational command problem. 

While all organizations require effective security operations, relatively few require 
cybersecurity leadership embedded directly within operational command 
structures. As a result, many organizations misinterpret the CISO role by 
assuming that cybersecurity leadership must operate primarily as an operational 
authority. 

This misunderstanding frequently leads to mis-hiring. Organizations recruit 
CISOs with strong operational command backgrounds even when the role they 
actually require is a governance authority responsible for enterprise risk framing 
and assurance. 

Recognizing when an organization genuinely requires an Operating CISO is 
therefore a critical governance decision. 

6. The Governing CISO Ladder (G) 

6.1 Defining Governing Cybersecurity Authority 

The Governing CISO ladder describes cybersecurity leadership roles whose 
authority is rooted in enterprise risk governance rather than operational 
command. 

In these environments, cyber failure does not immediately halt mission execution 
or operational service delivery. Instead, the consequences appear through 
regulatory exposure, customer trust erosion, financial impact, or strategic risk 
posture. Cybersecurity leadership therefore operates primarily as a risk-framing 
and governance authority, translating technical risk into organizational decision 
contexts. 

Governing CISOs work primarily within executive decision structures rather than 
operational command structures. Their authority lies in shaping how cyber risk is 
understood, prioritized, and governed across the enterprise. This includes 
interaction with executive leadership, boards of directors, regulators, and external 
stakeholders who rely on cybersecurity leadership to interpret the organization’s 
security posture. 
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Because most organizations encounter cybersecurity primarily as a governance 
and assurance challenge rather than a direct operational command problem, the 
Governing CISO ladder represents the most common form of cybersecurity 
executive authority. 

 

6.2 Entry Boundary: G1 – Enterprise Risk Framing Authority 

The entry point to the Governing CISO ladder is G1, defined by enterprise 
authority to frame cybersecurity risk for executive decision makers. 

At this level, cybersecurity leadership moves beyond managing security functions 
or operating security programs. The role instead holds authority to interpret cyber 
risk in terms meaningful to enterprise leadership, enabling informed decision 
making regarding risk acceptance, resource allocation, and organizational 
posture. 

This authority typically manifests through regular engagement with executive 
leadership teams, risk committees, and boards of directors. The G1 CISO acts as 
the organization’s primary interpreter of cyber risk, translating technical 
conditions into enterprise risk implications. 

While G1 CISOs may oversee operational security organizations, their defining 
authority is not operational command. Rather, it is the authority to shape 
enterprise understanding of cybersecurity risk. 

This boundary distinguishes the beginning of true CISO authority on the 
governance side of the model. 

 

6.3 G2 – Enterprise Cyber Risk Governance Authority 

The second level of the Governing CISO ladder is G2, where cybersecurity 
leadership authority expands from risk interpretation into enterprise governance 
coordination. 

At this level, the CISO’s role includes shaping how cybersecurity governance 
operates across the organization. This may include defining enterprise security 
standards, coordinating security policy across business units, integrating cyber 
risk into enterprise risk management structures, and ensuring consistent 
interpretation of regulatory and assurance obligations. 
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G2 CISOs frequently interact with internal audit, legal counsel, enterprise risk 
management functions, and regulatory bodies. Their authority is exercised 
through governance mechanisms rather than operational command. 

The role’s influence therefore extends beyond the cybersecurity organization 
itself. G2 CISOs shape how the broader enterprise interprets and manages 
cybersecurity risk across business operations. 

 

6.4 G3 – Strategic Risk Executive and Advisor 

The highest level of the Governing CISO ladder is G3, where cybersecurity 
leadership transitions toward broader enterprise risk advisory authority. 

At this level, cybersecurity risk becomes one component of a larger enterprise 
risk landscape. The CISO’s role shifts from coordinating cybersecurity 
governance to advising executive leadership on strategic risk implications that 
intersect with technology, operations, and business strategy. 

G3 roles frequently operate at the boundary between cybersecurity leadership 
and broader enterprise risk leadership. The role may interact extensively with 
boards of directors, executive committees, regulators, and external stakeholders 
who rely on cybersecurity expertise to inform strategic decisions. 

At this level, cybersecurity itself may cease to be the sole center of gravity for the 
role. Instead, the leader operates primarily as a strategic risk advisor whose 
authority extends beyond the traditional boundaries of cybersecurity programs. 

This transition marks the upper boundary of the CISO governance ladder and the 
point at which the role may evolve into broader enterprise risk leadership 
positions. 

 

6.5 Structural Characteristics of Governing CISOs 

Governing CISOs differ from their operating counterparts in several important 
ways. 

First, their authority is exercised primarily through governance structures rather 
than operational command chains. Decisions regarding cybersecurity posture are 
mediated through executive governance processes rather than through direct 
operational control. 
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Second, their external engagement footprint tends to be larger. Governing CISOs 
frequently interact with regulators, customers, partners, and auditors who seek 
assurance regarding the organization’s security posture. 

Third, the role often requires translation between technical realities and executive 
decision frameworks. Governing CISOs must express cybersecurity risk in terms 
understandable to boards and executive leadership while ensuring that 
governance decisions remain grounded in operational reality. 

These characteristics reflect the fact that cybersecurity governance increasingly 
functions as a component of enterprise risk management rather than solely as a 
technical discipline. 

 

6.6 Why Most CISOs Sit on the Governing Ladder 

The prevalence of governing CISOs reflects how cyber risk manifests in most 
organizations. 

While operational security capabilities are necessary in every enterprise, 
relatively few organizations experience cyber incidents as immediate operational 
command problems. Instead, the primary consequences appear through 
regulatory scrutiny, customer trust obligations, financial exposure, or executive 
risk posture. 

As a result, organizations most commonly require cybersecurity leadership 
capable of interpreting cyber risk and integrating it into executive governance 
structures. The Governing CISO ladder therefore represents the dominant 
authority model for cybersecurity leadership across most industries. 

Understanding this distinction helps explain why organizations frequently mis-
specify CISO roles. When boards assume the CISO must function primarily as an 
operational authority, they may recruit leaders whose authority model does not 
match the organization’s governance needs. 

Recognizing the governing authority structure allows organizations to design 
cybersecurity leadership roles aligned with the type of authority the enterprise 
actually requires. 
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7. Authority Entry Boundaries: Where the CISO Role 
Begins 

7.1 Title Inflation and Authority Confusion 

The title Chief Information Security Officer is widely used across the 
cybersecurity industry, but its application often obscures the underlying authority 
structure of the role. Many organizations apply the CISO title to leaders who 
manage security functions but do not possess enterprise-level authority. 

This practice creates persistent confusion regarding the nature of cybersecurity 
leadership. When titles are treated as the defining characteristic of executive 
roles, authority relationships become difficult to interpret. Leaders may appear to 
hold executive responsibility while remaining structurally subordinate to other 
authority holders. 

The CISO Authority Architecture model therefore defines explicit entry 
boundaries for CISO authority. These boundaries clarify where cybersecurity 
leadership transitions from operational security management into enterprise 
cybersecurity authority. 

 

7.2 The Operational Security Leadership Ladder (Pre-CISO) 

Before cybersecurity leadership reaches the CISO authority domain, 
organizations typically maintain a separate operational leadership structure 
responsible for executing security programs and managing defensive 
capabilities. 

This structure commonly includes roles such as: 

Director of Information Security 

Director of Security Operations 

Senior Director of Cybersecurity 

Vice President of Information Security 

Vice President of Cybersecurity 
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These roles may oversee large teams, manage security budgets, and operate 
complex defensive programs. They frequently lead security operations centers, 
vulnerability management programs, incident response organizations, and 
enterprise security engineering efforts. 

Despite their scale and operational importance, these roles remain structurally 
delegated authorities. Their decision rights ultimately escalate to enterprise 
leadership authorities such as a CISO, CIO, CTO, or enterprise risk executive. 

Within the CISO Authority Architecture model, these positions belong to an 
Operational Security Leadership ladder that precedes the CISO authority 
domain. This ladder culminates in O1, the highest level of operational 
cybersecurity leadership that remains structurally subordinate to enterprise 
authority. 

 

7.3 O1 – The Final Stage of Operational Security Leadership 

O1 represents the upper boundary of the operational security leadership ladder 
and the final stage before entry into the CISO authority domain. 

At this level, leaders often hold extensive operational responsibilities. They may 
direct enterprise security operations, coordinate incident response across large 
organizations, and maintain responsibility for critical defensive programs. 

However, their authority remains structurally delegated. Strategic decisions 
regarding cybersecurity posture, enterprise risk acceptance, or cross-
organizational coordination ultimately reside with another executive authority 
holder. 

O1 therefore represents a role of substantial operational leadership but not 
enterprise cybersecurity authority. The distinction between O1 and O2 is not a 
matter of seniority or scope but of authority structure. 

Entry into the Operating CISO ladder occurs only when cybersecurity leadership 
authority becomes non-escalatable within its operational domain. 
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Figure 2. CISO Authority Signal Classification 
Organizations signal demand for operating or governing CISO authority through 
two structural conditions: the operational consequence of cyber failure and the 
degree of enterprise trust and governance exposure. High operational 
consequence environments drive demand for operating CISOs, while high 
governance exposure drives demand for governing CISOs. Organizations 
experiencing both conditions simultaneously require hybrid authority structures. 

 

7.4 O2 – Entry into the Operating CISO Ladder 

The Operating CISO ladder begins at O2, where cybersecurity leadership holds 
operational command authority over enterprise defensive execution. 

At this level, decisions regarding defensive posture and incident response do not 
require escalation to another executive authority holder within the operational 
domain. The CISO possesses the authority to direct defensive action across 
relevant systems and teams in order to maintain operational integrity. 

This shift from delegated authority to enterprise operational authority marks the 
transition from operational security leadership into the CISO authority domain. 
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7.5 G1 – Entry into the Governing CISO Ladder 

The governing side of the model has a parallel entry boundary. 

The Governing CISO ladder begins at G1, where cybersecurity leadership gains 
enterprise authority to frame cyber risk for executive decision makers. 

Prior to this point, cybersecurity leaders may provide security reporting, program 
oversight, or technical expertise to executive leadership. However, they do not 
possess the recognized authority to interpret cyber risk on behalf of the 
organization within executive governance structures. 

At G1, the role becomes the enterprise’s primary interpreter of cybersecurity risk. 
Executive leadership, boards, regulators, and other stakeholders rely on the 
CISO’s authority to translate technical risk into organizational decision contexts. 

This transition marks the entry point into the CISO authority domain on the 
governance side of the architecture. 

 

7.6 Why Entry Boundaries Matter 

Explicit entry boundaries serve two important purposes within the CISO Authority 
Architecture model. 

First, they prevent title inflation from distorting the framework. Many 
organizations apply the CISO title to roles that remain structurally subordinate 
within enterprise authority hierarchies. By defining entry boundaries at O2 and 
G1, the model distinguishes between delegated security leadership and true 
CISO authority. 

Second, these boundaries clarify when cybersecurity leadership becomes 
enterprise-relevant. Only when cybersecurity authority can influence enterprise 
operational integrity or enterprise risk posture does the role enter the CISO 
domain. 

This distinction preserves the conceptual clarity of the architecture while 
recognizing the importance of the broader operational leadership structures that 
support enterprise security. 
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7.7 Transition into Adjacent Authority Roles 

While most cybersecurity leadership roles fall clearly within the operational 
leadership ladder or the CISO ladders, certain roles occupy positions that do not 
fit cleanly within either structure. 

These include deputy CISOs, interim CISOs, incident command leaders during 
major events, and fractional or advisory cybersecurity leaders. These roles may 
temporarily exercise significant authority without occupying a permanent position 
within the CISO authority ladders. 

The CISO Authority Architecture model addresses these cases through separate 
categories of situational and consultative authority roles, discussed in the 
following section. 

8. Situational and Adjacent Authority Roles 

8.1 Roles Outside the CISO Ladders 

Not all cybersecurity leadership roles occupy stable positions within the 
Operating or Governing CISO ladders. Organizations frequently create roles that 
exercise significant authority within limited contexts while remaining structurally 
subordinate to enterprise cybersecurity authority. 

Examples include deputy CISOs, divisional CISOs, field CISOs, interim CISOs, 
incident command leaders during major security events, and fractional or 
advisory cybersecurity executives. These roles may appear similar to CISO 
positions based on title or scope, yet their authority structure differs in important 
ways. 

The CISO Authority Architecture model treats these roles as adjacent authority 
roles rather than as additional rungs within the primary ladders. This distinction 
preserves the structural clarity of the architecture while accounting for the 
practical complexity of cybersecurity leadership within large organizations. 

Two categories capture these adjacent roles: Situational Operating Roles (SR) 
and Governing Consultant Roles (EC). 
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Figure 3. CISO Authority Transition Logic. 
Organizations determine the appropriate CISO authority model by evaluating two 
structural conditions: the operational consequence of cyber failure and the 
degree of enterprise trust and governance exposure. Environments with high 
operational consequence signal demand for operating CISOs, while 
environments dominated by regulatory or trust exposure signal demand for 
governing CISOs. When both conditions are present simultaneously, 
organizations require hybrid authority structures. 

 

8.2 Situational Operating Roles (SR) 

Situational Operating Roles represent positions that exercise operational 
cybersecurity authority within defined scopes or time horizons without holding 
enterprise-level CISO authority. 

Examples of SR roles include: 

Deputy CISOs responsible for operational execution under an enterprise CISO 

Divisional or regional CISOs operating within larger corporate structures 

Incident commanders during large-scale cybersecurity crises 

Acting or interim CISOs appointed during leadership transitions 
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These roles may possess substantial operational authority within their designated 
scope. For example, a divisional CISO may direct defensive activity within a 
business unit, or an incident commander may coordinate defensive actions 
during an active breach. 

However, their authority ultimately remains bounded by escalation paths to 
enterprise authority holders. Strategic decisions regarding enterprise risk 
posture, cross-organizational coordination, or long-term cybersecurity strategy 
remain outside their authority domain. 

Situational Operating Roles therefore represent scoped operational authority 
rather than entry points into the Operating CISO ladder. 

 

8.3 Governing Consultant Roles (EC) 

A second category of adjacent authority roles consists of Governing Consultant 
Roles (EC). 

These roles exercise advisory or governance authority without holding 
operational command authority within the organization. Examples include 
fractional CISOs, virtual CISOs (vCISOs), and external cybersecurity advisors 
retained to guide organizational security posture. 

EC roles often participate in executive governance discussions, assist with 
regulatory preparation, advise on cybersecurity strategy, or help organizations 
design security programs. They may influence executive decision making 
through expertise and credibility. 

However, EC roles typically do not possess formal authority to direct operational 
activity or impose binding decisions within the organization. Their influence is 
advisory rather than command-based. 

As a result, EC roles sit outside the primary CISO ladders. They represent 
consultative authority structures rather than internal executive authority positions. 

 

8.4 Distinguishing Adjacent Roles from Ladder Positions 

The distinction between ladder roles and adjacent authority roles is determined 
by structural authority rather than title or scope. 
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Operating and Governing CISO ladder positions represent enduring authority 
structures embedded within the organization’s executive architecture. These 
roles hold recognized authority to influence enterprise operational integrity or 
enterprise risk posture. 

Situational and consultative roles, by contrast, exercise authority within bounded 
contexts. Their authority may be limited by organizational scope, by temporary 
assignment, or by advisory status. 

Recognizing this distinction prevents adjacent roles from being misinterpreted as 
permanent positions within the CISO ladders. 

 

8.5 Why Adjacent Role Classification Matters 

Without a mechanism for classifying adjacent roles, real-world cybersecurity 
leadership structures can appear inconsistent with the dual-ladder architecture. 

For example, deputy CISOs may appear to function similarly to operating CISOs, 
and fractional CISOs may appear to resemble governing CISOs. In reality, these 
roles operate within different authority constraints. 

By introducing situational and consultative role categories, the CISO Authority 
Architecture model accounts for these variations while preserving the structural 
clarity of the primary ladders. 

This approach allows the architecture to remain analytically consistent while still 
reflecting the complexity of cybersecurity leadership structures in practice. 

 

8.6 Transition to Hybrid Authority Conditions 

While most cybersecurity leadership roles fall clearly within one authority 
structure, certain organizational conditions can temporarily create demand for 
both operating and governing authority simultaneously. 

These situations produce what the CISO Authority Architecture model describes 
as a hybrid authority condition, where a single role is expected to exercise both 
operational command authority and enterprise risk governance authority at the 
same time. 
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Because these conditions introduce unique governance risks, they are treated 
separately within the framework and examined in the following section. 

9. The Hybrid Authority Condition 

9.1 Concurrent Demand for Operating and Governing Authority 

While most cybersecurity leadership roles fall clearly within either the Operating 
or Governing CISO ladders, certain organizational conditions can create 
simultaneous demand for both forms of authority. 

In these circumstances, cybersecurity leadership is expected to direct operational 
defensive activity while also serving as the enterprise authority responsible for 
interpreting and governing cyber risk at the executive level. The same role must 
function both as an operational command authority and as an enterprise 
governance authority. 

This situation produces what the CISO Authority Architecture model describes as 
a hybrid authority condition. 

Hybrid authority does not represent a third leadership ladder. Instead, it emerges 
when organizations temporarily require both operating and governing authority to 
be exercised within the same role. 

 

9.2 Conditions That Produce Hybrid Authority 

Hybrid authority conditions most commonly appear during periods of 
organizational transition or rapid environmental change. 

Examples include: 

organizations undergoing major cybersecurity incidents or systemic security 
failures 

rapidly scaling technology companies where operational systems and 
governance structures are evolving simultaneously 

organizations newly subject to regulatory oversight that must develop 
governance structures while maintaining operational defensive capabilities 
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enterprises integrating multiple previously independent technology environments 
through mergers or acquisitions 

In these environments, cybersecurity leadership may be expected to 
simultaneously manage operational defensive execution while also constructing 
enterprise governance mechanisms that did not previously exist. 

The hybrid condition therefore reflects organizational transition rather than stable 
role design. 

 

9.3 Governance Risks of Implicit Hybrid Authority 

Hybrid authority becomes problematic when organizations fail to recognize it as a 
temporary condition. 

When a role is implicitly expected to function as both an operating authority and a 
governing authority without explicit structural design, several predictable 
governance risks emerge. 

First, decision boundaries become unclear. Operational command decisions and 
enterprise risk decisions require different escalation patterns and governance 
mechanisms. When both forms of authority are combined implicitly, those 
mechanisms can conflict. 

Second, the role may experience structural overload. Operational command 
authority requires continuous engagement with defensive execution and incident 
response. Governance authority requires sustained engagement with executive 
leadership, regulators, and boards. Simultaneously sustaining both authority 
patterns can exceed the capacity of a single leadership role. 

Third, the organization may fail to develop the governance structures necessary 
to support long-term cybersecurity leadership. If hybrid authority becomes the 
default expectation, organizations may delay creating the governance 
frameworks required for effective risk management. 

These risks illustrate why hybrid authority conditions should be treated as explicit 
governance decisions rather than informal role expectations. 
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9.4 Structural Requirements for Hybrid Authority 

When organizations intentionally adopt hybrid authority structures, the condition 
must be explicitly chartered and governed. 

Several structural safeguards are necessary. 

First, the organization must clearly define the scope of operational authority and 
the scope of governance authority exercised by the role. This prevents ambiguity 
regarding which decisions fall within operational command structures and which 
belong to executive governance processes. 

Second, the organization must maintain separate escalation mechanisms for 
operational and governance decisions. Operational incident command structures 
and executive governance forums serve different purposes and should not be 
collapsed into a single decision pathway. 

Third, the organization must treat hybrid authority as a bounded condition, either 
transitional or intentionally scoped. Over time, organizations typically evolve 
toward clearer separation of operating and governing authority as cybersecurity 
governance matures. 

These safeguards ensure that hybrid authority does not destabilize the broader 
governance architecture. 

 

9.5 Hybrid Authority as a Governance Signal 

Rather than representing a permanent role design, the presence of hybrid 
authority often signals that an organization is undergoing structural change in 
how cybersecurity leadership is defined. 

For example, organizations that historically treated cybersecurity as a purely 
technical function may temporarily require hybrid authority while developing 
enterprise governance structures. Similarly, organizations that previously relied 
on governance-oriented cybersecurity leadership may require hybrid authority 
during periods of operational crisis. 

Recognizing hybrid authority as a governance signal allows boards and 
executives to address the underlying structural transition rather than expecting a 
single role to indefinitely sustain conflicting authority patterns. 
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9.6 Preserving the Integrity of the Architecture 

The hybrid authority condition completes the structural picture of the CISO 
Authority Architecture model. 

The framework therefore consists of: 

two primary authority ladders (Operating and Governing) 

explicit entry boundaries defining where CISO authority begins 

adjacent role categories capturing situational and consultative authority 
structures 

a bounded hybrid condition representing concurrent demand for operating and 
governing authority 

Together, these elements explain how cybersecurity leadership authority is 
structured across organizations while preserving the conceptual integrity of the 
model. 

The following section examines how misalignment between organizational needs 
and authority structures leads to predictable patterns of CISO mis-hiring and role 
failure. 

10. Mis-Hiring and Title Inflation 

10.1 Structural Causes of CISO Mis-Hiring 

High turnover among Chief Information Security Officers is often interpreted as 
evidence that cybersecurity leadership is unusually difficult or that qualified 
candidates are scarce. While both factors may contribute, the CISO Authority 
Architecture model suggests a different explanation. 

Many apparent CISO performance failures are not leadership failures at all. They 
are authority mismatches. 

Organizations frequently recruit cybersecurity leaders without first defining the 
type of authority the role is expected to exercise. A leader is then placed into a 
position whose authority structure differs from the one they were hired to fulfill. 
When the resulting friction appears, the organization interprets the problem as a 
failure of the individual rather than a failure of role design. 
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This pattern produces predictable cycles of hiring, frustration, and leadership 
turnover. 

 

10.2 Hiring for the Wrong Authority Model 

Mis-hiring most commonly occurs when organizations assume the CISO role 
represents a single leadership model rather than multiple authority structures. 

For example, organizations may recruit leaders with strong operational security 
backgrounds—individuals experienced in directing security operations, incident 
response, and defensive engineering—while the role actually requires 
governance authority over enterprise risk posture. In such cases the leader’s 
operational strengths may not translate into the board-level risk interpretation 
responsibilities expected by executive leadership. 

The reverse pattern also occurs. Organizations may recruit governance-oriented 
CISOs skilled in regulatory engagement, executive risk communication, and 
enterprise policy coordination while expecting the role to function as an 
operational command authority during security incidents. 

In both cases the organization has not selected the wrong leader. It has selected 
the wrong authority model. 

 

10.3 Title Inflation and Structural Ambiguity 

Title inflation further complicates CISO role design. 

In many organizations the CISO title is applied to leaders who remain structurally 
subordinate to enterprise authority holders such as CIOs, CTOs, or enterprise 
risk executives. These roles may carry the appearance of executive authority 
while lacking the decision rights necessary to shape enterprise risk posture or 
operational security decisions. 

When these leaders attempt to influence cybersecurity posture without 
corresponding authority, the resulting friction may be interpreted as ineffective 
leadership. In reality, the role itself lacks the structural authority required to 
perform the expected function. 

Title inflation therefore obscures the distinction between delegated operational 
leadership and enterprise cybersecurity authority. 
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10.4 Predictable Failure Patterns 

When authority structures remain implicit, several recurring failure patterns 
appear. 

One pattern occurs when an organization hires an Operating CISO for a 
governance-oriented role. The leader focuses on operational defensive 
improvements while executive leadership expects enterprise risk interpretation 
and regulatory assurance. 

Another pattern occurs when a Governing CISO is placed in an environment 
requiring operational command authority. The leader may effectively 
communicate cyber risk to executive leadership while lacking the operational 
integration required to direct defensive activity during active incidents. 

A third pattern appears when organizations assign the CISO title to roles that 
remain structurally subordinate to other executive authorities. In these cases the 
leader may carry responsibility for cybersecurity outcomes while lacking the 
authority to influence the decisions that shape those outcomes. 

Each of these patterns reflects a mismatch between organizational authority 
requirements and role design. 

 

10.5 Authority Transitions vs. Leadership Failure 

Not all CISO turnover represents organizational failure. In some cases, 
leadership transitions occur because the authority requirements of the role have 
legitimately changed. 

For example, a company may initially require a governance-oriented CISO to 
establish regulatory and board-level cybersecurity governance. As the 
organization grows and operational complexity increases, it may later require 
cybersecurity leadership capable of directing large-scale defensive operations. 

In such cases, replacing the CISO may be an appropriate organizational 
decision. 

The key distinction lies in whether the authority requirements were explicitly 
recognized. 
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Replacing a CISO is appropriate when authority requirements change. 
It is a governance failure when authority requirements remain implicit. 

This distinction allows organizations to evaluate cybersecurity leadership 
transitions more accurately and prevents structural authority mismatches from 
being misinterpreted as leadership incompetence. 

 

10.6 Diagnosing Authority Misalignment 

The CISO Authority Architecture model provides a framework for diagnosing 
authority misalignment within existing organizations. 

Boards and executives can evaluate cybersecurity leadership roles by asking a 
small number of structural questions: 

Does the organization require operational command authority for cybersecurity 
incidents, or primarily governance authority over cyber risk posture? 

Are cybersecurity decisions escalated through operational command structures 
or executive governance forums? 

Does the CISO possess authority to influence enterprise risk posture, or primarily 
responsibility for operating security programs? 

The answers to these questions reveal which authority structure the organization 
actually requires. 

Once the authority requirement is clear, the organization can evaluate whether 
the existing role design—and the leader occupying that role—matches the 
authority architecture required for effective cybersecurity leadership. 

 

10.7 Implications for Cybersecurity Leadership Stability 

When organizations align cybersecurity leadership roles with explicit authority 
structures, the stability of those roles tends to improve. 

Clear authority boundaries allow leaders to exercise the decision rights 
necessary to perform their responsibilities. Executive leadership gains a clearer 
understanding of the role’s purpose, and expectations become aligned with the 
authority actually granted. 
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The CISO Authority Architecture model therefore reframes cybersecurity 
leadership turnover not as a talent scarcity problem but as a governance design 
problem. 

Correctly specifying the authority architecture of the CISO role is one of the most 
important steps organizations can take to improve the effectiveness and stability 
of cybersecurity leadership. 

11. Governance Implications 

11.1 Authority Selection as a Governance Responsibility 

The design of cybersecurity leadership authority is ultimately a governance 
decision. 

Boards of directors and executive leadership teams routinely define authority 
structures for other executive roles. Financial authority is clearly assigned 
through the Chief Financial Officer and financial control structures. Operational 
authority is structured through operational leadership hierarchies. Legal authority 
is exercised through general counsel and corporate governance frameworks. 

Cybersecurity leadership, however, is frequently treated differently. 
Organizations often create the CISO role reactively, in response to regulatory 
pressure, major incidents, or rising public concern regarding cyber risk. The title 
is introduced without first determining what authority structure the role should 
embody. 

The result is that cybersecurity leadership authority is often left implicit. This 
ambiguity produces the authority mismatches and role instability described 
earlier in this paper. 

Under the CISO Authority Architecture model, the selection of cybersecurity 
leadership authority must be treated as an explicit governance decision. Boards 
and executive leadership must determine which form of authority the organization 
requires before defining the role itself. 

 

11.2 Authority Must Precede Role Titling 

The sequence in which organizations design executive roles matters. 
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Many organizations begin with the title Chief Information Security Officer and 
then attempt to determine what the role should do. This approach assumes that 
the title itself defines the underlying authority structure. 

The CISO Authority Architecture model reverses this sequence. 

Organizations should begin by identifying the type of authority required to 
manage cybersecurity risk within their operational and governance environment. 
Only after the authority structure has been defined should the role title, reporting 
structure, and responsibilities be assigned. 

This approach prevents organizations from attempting to force different authority 
models into a single executive title. 

By designing authority first and titles second, organizations can align 
cybersecurity leadership roles with the decision structures necessary to manage 
cyber risk effectively. 

 

11.3 Oversight and Accountability Structures 

Authority architecture also determines how oversight and accountability 
mechanisms should function. 

Operating CISOs require oversight structures that align with operational 
command environments. These structures may include integration with 
operational leadership teams, resilience governance mechanisms, and incident 
command frameworks capable of supporting rapid defensive action. 

Governing CISOs require oversight structures aligned with enterprise 
governance processes. These typically include executive risk committees, board-
level cybersecurity oversight mechanisms, regulatory engagement frameworks, 
and internal audit integration. 

When organizations fail to align oversight structures with the authority 
architecture of the CISO role, governance friction emerges. Leaders may be held 
accountable for outcomes that they lack authority to influence, or oversight 
bodies may struggle to interpret cybersecurity risk signals effectively. 

Authority architecture therefore provides the structural foundation upon which 
effective oversight mechanisms must be built. 
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11.4 Authority Architecture and Board Decision Making 

Boards of directors increasingly face expectations to oversee cybersecurity risk 
as part of their fiduciary responsibilities. Regulators, investors, and customers all 
expect organizations to demonstrate credible governance of cyber risk. 

The CISO Authority Architecture model provides boards with a framework for 
evaluating how cybersecurity leadership authority is structured within the 
organization. 

Rather than focusing solely on program maturity or technical controls, boards can 
evaluate whether the organization has defined the authority model necessary to 
manage cyber risk effectively. 

Key governance questions include: 

Does the organization require operational cybersecurity command authority or 
primarily enterprise risk governance authority? 

Are cybersecurity leadership responsibilities aligned with the authority necessary 
to influence enterprise decisions? 

Do reporting structures reflect the authority architecture required to manage 
cyber risk? 

These questions shift the focus of board oversight from operational detail to 
governance structure. 

 

11.5 Aligning Authority with Organizational Context 

Different organizations require different forms of cybersecurity leadership 
authority. 

Mission-critical operational environments may require cybersecurity leadership 
embedded within operational command structures. Highly regulated financial 
institutions or technology platforms with large customer trust obligations may 
require cybersecurity leadership embedded within enterprise risk governance 
structures. 

The CISO Authority Architecture model does not prescribe a single correct 
authority structure. Instead, it provides a framework for identifying which structure 
aligns with the organization’s operational context and governance requirements. 
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By making authority selection explicit, organizations can design cybersecurity 
leadership roles that reflect their actual risk environment rather than relying on 
generic industry expectations. 

 

11.6 Governance Clarity as a Stability Mechanism 

Organizations that explicitly define cybersecurity authority structures tend to 
experience greater stability in cybersecurity leadership. 

When authority architecture is clear, expectations regarding the CISO role 
become easier to communicate. Leaders can operate within defined decision 
boundaries, and executive leadership can evaluate performance based on 
authority structures that match the organization’s governance design. 

Conversely, when authority remains implicit, organizations risk repeatedly 
redefining the role in response to changing conditions. Leaders may be expected 
to perform functions that exceed their authority, and turnover becomes more 
likely as structural misalignment persists. 

Authority clarity therefore functions as a governance stability mechanism. 

 

11.7 Authority Architecture as a Governance Discipline 

The broader implication of this framework is that cybersecurity leadership should 
be understood as an authority design problem rather than purely as a technical 
or managerial challenge. 

Organizations routinely design authority structures for finance, operations, and 
legal governance. Cybersecurity leadership should be treated with the same level 
of structural intentionality. 

The CISO Authority Architecture model offers one approach to making these 
authority structures explicit. By clarifying how operating authority, governing 
authority, and hybrid conditions arise within cybersecurity leadership, the 
framework enables organizations to design cybersecurity governance structures 
aligned with their operational realities. 

The final section of this paper explores how organizations can apply this 
framework in practice when designing or evaluating cybersecurity leadership 
roles. 
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12. Organizational Application 

12.1 Using Authority Architecture to Design the CISO Role 

Organizations designing or revising cybersecurity leadership roles can use the 
CISO Authority Architecture model as a structural diagnostic tool. 

The first step is to determine the primary authority requirement of the 
organization. Leadership must evaluate whether cyber risk primarily manifests as 
an operational integrity challenge, an enterprise governance challenge, or a 
temporary combination of both. 

If cyber disruption directly threatens operational continuity or safety, the 
organization may require an Operating CISO with authority embedded in 
operational command structures. If cyber risk primarily manifests through 
regulatory exposure, customer trust obligations, or enterprise risk posture, the 
organization may require a Governing CISO whose authority is embedded in 
executive governance structures. 

Clarifying this authority requirement allows the organization to design the role 
intentionally rather than relying on assumptions attached to the CISO title. 

 

12.2 Diagnosing Existing Role Misalignment 

The framework can also be used to evaluate existing cybersecurity leadership 
structures. 

Organizations experiencing persistent friction around the CISO role can examine 
whether the authority exercised by the role matches the authority required by the 
organization’s risk environment. 

Common indicators of misalignment include: 

operational security leaders expected to perform board-level governance 
functions 

governance-oriented CISOs expected to direct operational defensive execution 

CISO roles carrying responsibility for cybersecurity outcomes without authority to 
influence enterprise decision structures 
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By identifying which authority model the organization actually requires, 
leadership can determine whether the current role design—or the authority 
granted to it—requires adjustment. 

 

12.3 Evaluating CISO Candidates 

Authority architecture also provides a useful framework for evaluating CISO 
candidates. 

Rather than evaluating candidates solely on years of experience or functional 
expertise, organizations can assess whether a candidate’s background aligns 
with the authority model required for the role. 

Leaders with extensive experience directing operational defensive environments 
may be well suited for Operating CISO roles. Leaders with strong experience in 
executive governance, regulatory engagement, and enterprise risk interpretation 
may be better aligned with Governing CISO roles. 

Evaluating candidates through this lens reduces the likelihood of selecting 
leaders whose experience does not match the authority structure of the role. 

 

12.4 Transitioning Between Authority Models 

Organizations do not always remain within a single authority structure. As 
companies scale, change regulatory posture, or experience operational 
transformation, their cybersecurity leadership requirements may evolve. 

For example, a rapidly growing technology company may initially require a 
governance-oriented CISO to establish enterprise risk management and 
regulatory engagement capabilities. As the organization develops highly 
available operational platforms, it may later require stronger operational 
command authority for cybersecurity defense. 

Conversely, organizations operating within mission-critical environments may 
later evolve toward governance-focused cybersecurity leadership as operational 
security capabilities mature. 

When these shifts occur, leadership transitions may be necessary. In such 
cases, replacing a CISO does not necessarily reflect leadership failure. Instead, it 
reflects a change in authority architecture. 
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Recognizing this distinction allows organizations to manage leadership 
transitions more effectively. 

 

12.5 Integrating the Framework into Governance Practice 

The CISO Authority Architecture model is most useful when incorporated into 
broader governance discussions regarding technology and risk leadership. 

Boards and executive leadership teams can use the framework to: 

clarify the authority expectations associated with cybersecurity leadership roles 

align reporting structures with authority design 

ensure oversight mechanisms match the authority structure of the role 

evaluate whether organizational cybersecurity governance structures remain 
aligned with evolving operational realities 

By embedding authority architecture into governance practice, organizations can 
reduce ambiguity surrounding cybersecurity leadership and improve alignment 
between authority, responsibility, and accountability. 

 

12.6 Toward More Deliberate Cybersecurity Leadership Design 

The application of the CISO Authority Architecture model highlights a broader 
principle: cybersecurity leadership should not emerge accidentally from 
organizational structure. 

Instead, the authority exercised by cybersecurity leaders should be intentionally 
designed to reflect the operational and governance realities of the enterprise. 

When organizations treat authority design as an explicit governance activity, 
cybersecurity leadership roles become clearer, expectations become more 
stable, and the effectiveness of cybersecurity governance improves. 

13. Conclusion 
Organizations frequently approach cybersecurity leadership by beginning with a 
title. The role of Chief Information Security Officer is introduced with the 
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assumption that its meaning is already understood. Responsibilities are 
assigned, reporting lines are drawn, and expectations accumulate around the 
role. Only later, often during moments of friction or failure, does the organization 
discover that the authority structure underlying the role was never clearly defined. 

The analysis presented in this paper suggests that the CISO title does not 
correspond to a single leadership model. Instead, the title is applied across 
distinct authority architectures that serve different organizational purposes. Some 
cybersecurity leaders operate as operational command authorities responsible 
for maintaining system integrity and defensive execution. Others operate as 
enterprise governance authorities responsible for interpreting and managing 
cyber risk within executive decision structures. 

Treating these authority models as variations of a single role obscures the 
structural differences between them. When organizations recruit leaders without 
first clarifying which form of authority they require, the resulting misalignment 
produces predictable governance friction. The problem appears as leadership 
failure, but the underlying issue is role design. 

The CISO Authority Architecture framework provides a structural model for 
resolving this ambiguity. By distinguishing operating and governing authority 
structures, defining explicit entry boundaries, and accounting for adjacent and 
hybrid roles, the model clarifies how cybersecurity leadership authority is actually 
organized within modern enterprises. 

The central implication is that cybersecurity leadership must be designed through 
the lens of authority rather than title. Organizations must determine which 
authority structure aligns with their operational and governance realities before 
defining the role itself. When authority architecture becomes explicit, 
expectations align more naturally with the decision rights granted to the role. 

Cybersecurity governance is increasingly a central concern for boards, 
regulators, and executive leadership teams. As organizations continue to 
integrate digital systems into every aspect of their operations, the authority 
structures responsible for managing cyber risk will become more consequential. 

Designing those authority structures deliberately is therefore not merely a matter 
of organizational clarity. It is a necessary component of effective cybersecurity 
governance. 
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14. Related Work and Conceptual Positioning 

14.1 Cybersecurity Governance Frameworks 

Modern cybersecurity governance is shaped by several widely adopted 
frameworks, including the NIST Cybersecurity Framework (CSF), the NIST Risk 
Management Framework (RMF), COBIT 2019, ISO/IEC 27001, and SOC 2 Trust 
Services Criteria. These frameworks provide organizations with structured 
approaches for identifying, managing, and governing cybersecurity risk. 

The NIST Cybersecurity Framework emphasizes risk management practices 
organized around five functional domains—identify, protect, detect, respond, and 
recover—while NIST RMF provides a lifecycle model for integrating security and 
privacy risk management into system development and organizational 
governance. COBIT 2019 extends this perspective by defining governance and 
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management objectives for enterprise information and technology, emphasizing 
the alignment of technology governance with enterprise goals. ISO/IEC 27001 
establishes requirements for information security management systems, and 
SOC 2 provides assurance criteria for evaluating security controls related to 
organizational trust commitments. 

Collectively, these frameworks provide robust guidance on how cybersecurity risk 
should be governed and managed. However, they largely assume that the 
authority structures responsible for executing cybersecurity governance are 
already defined within the organization. 

The question of how cybersecurity leadership authority itself should be structured 
is rarely addressed directly. 

 

14.2 Cybersecurity Leadership Literature 

Academic and practitioner literature on cybersecurity leadership has historically 
focused on topics such as security program maturity, organizational reporting 
relationships, and the expanding responsibilities of the CISO role. 

Industry analyses frequently examine trends in CISO reporting structures, the 
evolution of the role within executive leadership teams, and the relationship 
between cybersecurity leadership and enterprise risk management. These 
discussions provide useful insights into how the CISO role has evolved over time. 

However, most of this literature implicitly treats the CISO role as a single 
executive function whose responsibilities expand as organizations mature. 
Differences in CISO roles are typically explained through factors such as 
organizational size, industry, or reporting structure rather than through 
differences in authority architecture. 

As a result, the literature often describes variations in CISO responsibilities 
without identifying the underlying authority structures that produce those 
variations. 
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14.3 Authority Architecture as a Governance Lens 

The CISO Authority Architecture framework extends existing governance 
discussions by introducing authority architecture as the primary analytical lens for 
understanding cybersecurity leadership roles. 

Rather than focusing on functional responsibilities or reporting relationships, the 
framework examines how decision authority related to cybersecurity is distributed 
within organizations. This perspective reveals that the CISO title is applied 
across multiple authority structures that emerge in response to different 
operational and governance conditions. 

By distinguishing operating authority from governing authority, the framework 
provides a structural explanation for the variations in CISO roles observed across 
organizations. 

This perspective complements existing governance frameworks rather than 
replacing them. Frameworks such as NIST CSF, RMF, COBIT, and ISO/IEC 
27001 provide guidance on how cybersecurity risk should be managed. The 
CISO Authority Architecture model addresses a different question: how the 
authority responsible for managing that risk should be structured within the 
organization. 

 

14.4 Contribution of the CISO Authority Architecture Model 

The primary contribution of this paper is the introduction of a structural model for 
cybersecurity leadership authority. 

The framework identifies two distinct authority architectures associated with the 
CISO title: an Operating CISO ladder, centered on operational command 
authority, and a Governing CISO ladder, centered on enterprise cyber risk 
governance authority. It further establishes entry boundaries for CISO authority, 
identifies adjacent situational and consultative authority roles, and describes a 
bounded hybrid condition in which both authority forms may temporarily coexist 
within a single role. 

By clarifying these authority structures, the model provides a new lens through 
which organizations can evaluate cybersecurity leadership design. It also offers a 
structural explanation for recurring patterns of CISO mis-hiring, role ambiguity, 
and leadership turnover observed across industries. 
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In this sense, the CISO Authority Architecture framework contributes to the 
broader discipline of cybersecurity governance by focusing on the design of 
leadership authority rather than solely on the management of cybersecurity 
controls or risk processes. 
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