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IT leadership has never been purely technical. It never will be.

Running IT today means understanding architecture, security, data, cloud, risk, governance and delivery models — and how they connect to commercial outcomes. But it also means leading people, shaping behaviour, navigating ambiguity, and absorbing accountability when things go wrong.

Certifications don’t create that capability.

Experience does.

However, the right certification — at the right point in your career — can sharpen thinking, standardise language and strengthen credibility. Especially when you’re leading teams with specialist skillsets or operating inside regulated, complex or fast-scaling environments.

An IT leader doesn’t need to know everything. But they do need to understand enough to ask the right questions.

Security leaders should understand domains deeply enough to challenge assumptions.

Cloud leaders should understand architectural trade-offs — not just provider marketing.

Transformation leaders should understand delivery frameworks well enough to avoid ritualised Agile theatre.

And yes — AI literacy now belongs in the mix. Not as a trend, but as a structural shift.

But AI is only one layer of the stack. Governance, resilience, architecture and operational maturity still matter just as much.

So what’s the “best” certification for an IT leader?

There isn’t one.

The right choice depends on:


	the scale and complexity of the organisation


	the maturity of the function


	the regulatory environment


	and where you are personally in your leadership journey






What I’ve done below is outline 20 certifications that, in my view, are worth understanding — not necessarily collecting.

And I’ll apply a simple, pragmatic lens to each:


	Where it genuinely adds value


	Where it’s contextual or situational


	Where it risks becoming certification for the sake of it




Some build structured thinking.

Some build board-level credibility.

Some help you lead specialists more effectively.

Some are overused.

A few are underrated.

If you’re planning your 2026 development deliberately — rather than reactively — this could give your year a meaningful education and knowledge boost.

And no, this isn’t just another AI list.

Because good IT leadership is still about systems thinking, judgement and disciplined execution.






1. Governance & Board-Level IT Oversight

These certifications shape how you think about enterprise accountability, risk, and alignment with the board. They matter most in regulated, multi-entity, or audit-heavy environments.


CGEIT (ISACA)

CGEIT Official Page

CGEIT is one of the few certifications that genuinely signals enterprise governance maturity. It’s about aligning IT strategy with corporate governance and demonstrating oversight capability.


Adds value when:


	You operate at enterprise scale


	You report to boards or audit committees


	Governance and accountability are core to your role






Situational when:


	IT is operationally focused and governance is centralised elsewhere





Risks becoming a badge when:


	You pursue it without real governance responsibility








CRISC (ISACA)

CRISC Official Page

CRISC builds structured risk thinking. It sharpens the ability to identify, assess, and respond to enterprise IT risk in business terms.


Adds value when:


	You’re accountable for enterprise risk


	You operate in regulated industries






Situational when:


	Risk is owned centrally and IT plays a supporting role





Certification for its own sake when:


	Risk conversations never reach your remit








CISM (ISACA)

CISM Official Page

CISM is security governance focused — less technical than CISSP, more management-oriented.


Adds value when:


	You oversee security programmes


	You manage security teams






Situational when:


	You operate in low-security-complexity environments





Limited value if:


	You want hands-on technical credibility rather than governance depth








COBIT 5 Foundation

COBIT Official Page

COBIT provides structured governance thinking. It aligns IT goals with business objectives and formalises control frameworks.


Adds value when:


	You run mature, process-heavy environments


	You need structured governance mapping






Situational when:


	You’re in fast-moving, lean organisations





Becomes theatre when:


	It’s implemented wholesale without pragmatism








GIAC Strategic Planning, Policy, and Leadership (GSTRT)

GIAC GSTRT

This is serious strategic security leadership. It’s expensive and niche.


Adds value when:


	You’re on a CISO trajectory


	Cyber strategy is central to your organisation






Situational when:


	Security is not a board-level concern





Overkill when:


	You don’t own cyber strategy










2. Cybersecurity Leadership & Strategic Security

Security fluency is now table stakes for IT leaders.


CISSP (ISC2)


	Official ISC2 CISSP Page


	Training Option




Still globally recognised. It forces structured understanding across security domains.


Adds value when:


	Security accountability sits with you


	You want broad cross-domain fluency






Situational when:


	You operate in low-risk environments





Misused when:


	Treated as proof of leadership rather than proof of knowledge








GSLC (GIAC)

GIAC GSLC

Leadership-focused security credential.


Adds value when:


	You manage security operations


	You bridge technical and executive security discussions






Situational when:


	Security is not strategic





Overkill when:


	Your role is infrastructure-led rather than security-led










3. Service Management & Operational Maturity


ITIL v4


	Official ITIL Page


	Training Option




ITIL remains a cornerstone of structured service management.


Adds value when:


	You operate global service environments


	You need consistent metrics and reporting






Situational when:


	Teams are small and informal





Becomes bureaucratic when:


	Applied dogmatically rather than selectively








Six Sigma

Six Sigma Overview

Process discipline and defect reduction methodology.


Adds value when:


	IT underpins operational scale


	Efficiency and repeatability matter






Situational when:


	Innovation and speed outweigh process rigour





Certification for the sake of it when:


	There’s no appetite for process optimisation










4. Project & Programme Leadership


PMP (PMI)

PMP Official Page

One of the most recognised project credentials globally.


Adds value when:


	You lead complex cross-functional programmes


	You operate in contract-heavy industries






Situational when:


	Your organisation is fully product-led





Overrated when:


	Treated as a substitute for delivery leadership








CAPM (PMI)

CAPM Official Page

Entry-level project certification.


Adds value when:


	Early in career


	Building foundational project knowledge






Situational when:


	You’re transitioning into leadership





Not impactful when:


	You’re already operating at senior level








PMI-ACP

PMI-ACP Official Page

Broad agile certification.


Adds value when:


	You operate hybrid waterfall/agile environments





Situational when:


	Agile maturity is already embedded





Becomes theatre when:


	It exists purely for résumé signalling








Certified ScrumMaster (CSM)

CSM Official Page

Team-level Scrum certification.


Adds value when:


	You lead Scrum teams directly


	You need vocabulary alignment






Situational when:


	You operate above team level





Minimal impact when:


	Held by senior executives without team engagement








SAFe

SAFe Official Page

Enterprise-scale agile framework.


Adds value when:


	You manage large portfolios


	Coordination at scale matters






Situational when:


	Organisation is mid-sized





Overkill when:


	Implemented without scale complexity










5. Enterprise Architecture & Strategy


TOGAF 9

TOGAF Official Page

Enterprise architecture framework.


Adds value when:


	Multi-entity architecture exists


	Capability mapping matters






Situational when:


	Organisation is small or product-led





Academic when:


	Used as documentation rather than decision support










6. General Management & IT-Specific Leadership


AMA Certified Professional in Management

AMA CPM

Not IT-specific — and that’s useful.


Adds value when:


	You’re strengthening leadership fundamentals


	You want broader business acumen






Situational when:


	You already have strong leadership exposure





Limited differentiator when:


	Competing in highly technical environments








CITM (GAQM)

CITM Overview

Broad IT management certification.


Adds value when:


	You want structured overview exposure





Situational when:


	You lack formal IT governance exposure





Less impactful when:


	Compared to globally recognised frameworks








ITMLP

ITMLP Official Site

Practical IT leadership bootcamp-style certification.


Adds value when:


	Stepping into first IT management role





Situational when:


	You’re mid-level leadership





Limited impact when:


	You’re already at CIO scale










7. AI Leadership


Microsoft Certified: AI Transformation Leader

Microsoft AI Certifications

Vendor-aligned AI leadership certification.


Adds value when:


	Your organisation is Microsoft-centric


	You’re guiding structured AI adoption






Situational when:


	AI maturity is early





Risk of limitation when:


	AI strategy is multi-cloud or vendor-agnostic








PMI-CPMAI

PMI CPMAI

AI project leadership certification.


Adds value when:


	You manage structured AI portfolios


	AI delivery requires governance






Situational when:


	AI is decentralised or experimental





Certification for signalling when:


	AI activity is limited or immature










Closing Thought

Certifications don’t replace:


	judgement


	commercial awareness


	leadership maturity


	accountability




But they can sharpen blind spots and accelerate structured thinking.

The pragmatic approach is not to collect them all — but to choose deliberately.

If you’re planning your 2026 development intentionally, ask:


	What capability gap do I genuinely have?


	What context am I operating in?


	What will actually strengthen my leadership leverage?




Not what will look impressive on LinkedIn.



I’m currently investing heavily in continuous learning myself. If this edition helps you choose your next step, and you decide to use one of the training links, it may support the continued writing of The Pragmatic CIO.




Disclosure

Some links in this article may be affiliate links. If you choose to use them, it may support the continued writing and operation of The Pragmatic CIO at no additional cost to you.



EPUB/nav.xhtml

20 IT Leadership Certifications Worth Understanding — Not Just Collecting

		20 IT Leadership Certifications Worth Understanding — Not Just Collecting

		1. Governance & Board-Level IT Oversight		CGEIT (ISACA)		Adds value when:

		Situational when:

		Risks becoming a badge when:





		CRISC (ISACA)		Adds value when:

		Situational when:

		Certification for its own sake when:





		CISM (ISACA)		Adds value when:

		Situational when:

		Limited value if:





		COBIT 5 Foundation		Adds value when:

		Situational when:

		Becomes theatre when:





		GIAC Strategic Planning, Policy, and Leadership (GSTRT)		Adds value when:

		Situational when:

		Overkill when:









		2. Cybersecurity Leadership & Strategic Security		CISSP (ISC2)		Adds value when:

		Situational when:

		Misused when:





		GSLC (GIAC)		Adds value when:

		Situational when:

		Overkill when:









		3. Service Management & Operational Maturity		ITIL v4		Adds value when:

		Situational when:

		Becomes bureaucratic when:





		Six Sigma		Adds value when:

		Situational when:

		Certification for the sake of it when:









		4. Project & Programme Leadership		PMP (PMI)		Adds value when:

		Situational when:

		Overrated when:





		CAPM (PMI)		Adds value when:

		Situational when:

		Not impactful when:





		PMI-ACP		Adds value when:

		Situational when:

		Becomes theatre when:





		Certified ScrumMaster (CSM)		Adds value when:

		Situational when:

		Minimal impact when:





		SAFe		Adds value when:

		Situational when:

		Overkill when:









		5. Enterprise Architecture & Strategy		TOGAF 9		Adds value when:

		Situational when:

		Academic when:









		6. General Management & IT-Specific Leadership		AMA Certified Professional in Management		Adds value when:

		Situational when:

		Limited differentiator when:





		CITM (GAQM)		Adds value when:

		Situational when:

		Less impactful when:





		ITMLP		Adds value when:

		Situational when:

		Limited impact when:









		7. AI Leadership		Microsoft Certified: AI Transformation Leader		Adds value when:

		Situational when:

		Risk of limitation when:





		PMI-CPMAI		Adds value when:

		Situational when:

		Certification for signalling when:









		Closing Thought		Disclosure









  
    		
      Title Page
    


  





EPUB/media/file0.png
o =

ESSS
N/
)

Y. : .

A &_‘

SR Vow

s
7






