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INTRODUCTION

Every Chief Information Security Officer (CISO) eventually faces a defining question: Do | possess mastery
of how the boardroom operates?

It's a deceptively simple query — one that speaks less to technical depth than to fluency in governance,
composure under scrutiny, and credibility as a steward of enterprise value.

For years, cybersecurity professionals believed that mastery of frameworks and controls was the natural
bridge to both engaging with - and yes, becoming one of - the senior leadership team. Yet as boards now
view cyber risk as a core business risk, technical mastery has traditionally been only the entry ticket. What
distinguishes a board-ready CISO is a more sophisticated set of capabilities, which is what we at TAG and
Varonis describe as the Five Pillars of Board 1Q.

Our focus here is really two-fold: We want to provide a means for a CISO to self-assess their readiness for
engagements with boards in a CISO capacity - but, in addition, we hope the assessment is useful for CISOs
who have their eye on a future board seat for themself - perhaps after they step down from an operational
role.

We designed this Board IQ Self-Assessment not as a vanity metric but as a developmental mirror. It should
help CISOs measure their Board IQ across five domains — Strategic Communication, Financial Literacy,
Enterprise Risk Alignment, Composure, and Personal Brand. The intent is reflection, not judgment. We
hope to to reveal which leadership muscles are strong and which require conditioning. Like a tabletop
stress test, it exposes where the next level of maturity must come from before you become truly expert in
engaging with your board, as well as when you might decide to step into that intimidating wood-paneled
room yourself. Here are the pillars we envision:

Pillar 1: Strategic Communication

The first, and perhaps most visible, dimension of Board 1Q is communication. Board members are not
always good technologists (in fact, most will have financial or executive skills instead). You should therefore
think in terms of risk, continuity, and trust. The CISO who earns credibility in that setting is the one who can
translate complexity into consequence.
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Rather than narrating a catalog of vulnerabilities, high-Board IQ leaders curate the message. They connect

the dots with statements like these: “Here’s how a social-engineering spike could disrupt payroll integrity;
here’s how our detection strategy protects business continuity.” This is not storytelling for drama’s sake, but
rather it’s storytelling for alignment. The CISO fluent in this language can move between the operational
and the fiduciary, turning acronyms into meaning.

Pillar 2: Financial Literacy

If communication is the bridge, then finance is the dialect spoken on the other side. Boards live in the world
of P&L, EBITDA, materiality, and capital efficiency. When a CISO can explain a single-digit million automation
project as a multi-million reduction in probable loss exposure, that’s business fluency.

Financial literacy doesn’t mean you must become an accountant, but you must understand how cyber
investment influences valuation and resilience. Directors will ask how security affects margins, insurance
premiums, or regulatory capital. A high Board-IQ CISO answers comfortably, because they’ve already built
partnerships with the CFO, internal audit, and investor-relations teams. They know that risk reduction,
properly articulated, is a financial strategy.

Pillar 3: Enterprise Risk Alignment

Boards don’t see cybersecurity as a silo. Rather, they view it as part of the enterprise risk portfolio alongside
credit, market, operational, and reputational risk. A mature CISO mirrors that structure. They map cyber
scenarios directly into the organization’s risk register, referencing appetite statements and mitigation
thresholds already familiar to directors.

When you brief in that format of something like this: “Our cloud-service exposure aligns to Operational Risk
Category 3 and is mitigated by Program X,” then you're not reporting from the periphery. Instead, you're
speaking the same taxonomy the board already uses. The result is seamless integration of cyber oversight
into the overall governance dialogue. Risk committees notice. CEOs notice. And so does Wall Street.

Pillar 4: Composure

Boardrooms can be unforgiving environments. Time is compressed, questions are blunt, and egos are
formidable. In this arena, composure becomes competence. The board-ready CISO projects calm authority,
responding to challenges with humility, precision, and balance. They don’t speculate under pressure. They
acknowledge what's known, what’s unknown, and how follow-up will occur.

Composure is cultivated, not innate. It comes from exposure to difficult rooms including live board
sessions, joint presentations with the CEO or CFO, or mentorship from experienced directors. The objective
is not to perform but to embody steadiness. When the CISO remains poised amid tension, they reinforce
the board’s confidence that the enterprise’s risk posture is under capable leadership.

Pillar 5: Personal Brand

In the modern transparency economy, directors often research potential board members, and existing
executives, before the first meeting. A CISO’s personal brand has become a proxy for judgment. It reflects
thought leadership, discretion, and professionalism.

Building that brand isn’t vanity. It's governance hygiene. Publish measured perspectives on security as a
business discipline. Participate in advisory councils or academic programs. Keep digital profiles current,
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factual, and aligned with fiduciary tone. Boards take comfort in executives who are visible for the right
reasons: calm, credible, and connected to the broader dialogue on enterprise resilience.

SCORING AND INTERPRETING GROWTH

Our assessment suggests rating each pillar on a 1-5 scale: 5 for advanced readiness; 1 for early-stage
exposure. But the insight lies not in the total score. Instead, it lies in the asymmetry. Perhaps your
communication and technical credibility are high, but financial literacy lags. Perhaps you excel under
pressure but haven't cultivated a visible professional brand. Those patterns illuminate the next learning
focus.

We encourage CISOs to revisit the self-assessment more than once, ideally during strategic planning or
annual reviews. Set one developmental goal per cycle. Maybe you can enroll in an executive-finance course,
rehearse a board presentation with your CEO, or write an article linking cyber investment to fiduciary trust.
Measured progress compounds.

Continuous Evolution

Board readiness is never “achieved.” It's refined through cycles of feedback, mentorship, and real-world
exposure. The CISO who treats this as an ongoing leadership discipline not a box-checking exercise, but
as a serious issue, will stand apart. Over time, those five pillars fuse into a mindset: communicating with
strategic clarity, reasoning in financial terms, aligning to enterprise risk, demonstrating composure, and
maintaining a brand of credible stewardship.

From Guardian to Governor

As cybersecurity cements its place at the center of corporate governance, the CISO’s evolution mirrors that
shift. The technical guardian must become the informed governor, a professional who defends systems by
strengthening trust. The Board 1Q Self-Assessment is the roadmap for that transformation.

CISOs who embrace it will not only brief boards more effectively but will shape the very conversations that
define how enterprises measure and manage risk. And in doing so, they’ll exemplify the next generation

of security leadership, not as defenders of the perimeter, but as stewards of the organization’s integrity,
continuity, and value.
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