
Chief Information Security Officer interview
questions
careertips.com.au: common questions and what they're really testing

What to expect
Interviews for chief information security officer roles are typically rigorous and multi-stage, reflecting the
executive and technical nature of the position. Expect a mix of strategic and operational questions, often
with a panel that includes the CEO, CIO, board representatives and sometimes external advisers.

• Strategic and governance: Probe your ability to set direction, manage risk appetite and influence
the board.

• Incident response and crisis scenarios: Test your judgement under pressure and your approach
to leading during a breach.

• Regulatory and compliance: Assess your knowledge of Australian frameworks such as the
Privacy Act, APRA CPS 234 and the SOCI Act.

• Technical depth: Confirm you can engage credibly with security architects and analysts on
controls, architecture and tooling.

• Leadership and stakeholder: Explore how you build teams, manage conflict and communicate
with non-technical executives.

The process often begins with a preliminary screening call, followed by a panel interview with senior
technology and business leaders. Final stages may involve a board or CEO interview, a presentation on
a security strategy or incident scenario, and psychometric or reference checks.

1. How would you develop and communicate an information security strategy
that aligns with our business goals and risk appetite?
Why they ask
This assesses your ability to translate business objectives into a security roadmap and to win executive
support.

How to structure your answer
Start with context: how you assess current state, business drivers and regulatory obligations. Then
outline a phased approach to strategy development, including stakeholder workshops, risk assessment
against a framework like ISO 27001 or NIST, and a roadmap with measurable milestones. Finish with
how you would present it to the board in plain language, linking spend to risk reduction.

Example answer

“In my current role, I began by meeting with the CEO, CFO and business unit leaders to understand
their priorities and risk tolerance. I then commissioned a gap assessment against the NIST
Cybersecurity Framework, which highlighted weaknesses in third-party risk management and identity
controls. I built a three-year roadmap with initiatives ranked by risk reduction and cost, and presented
it to the board using a simple heat map that showed how each investment would reduce our
exposure. The board approved the first year of funding, and we now report progress quarterly using
the same heat map. The key was speaking in terms of business risk, not technical jargon.”

2. Tell me about a time you led an organisation through a major security
incident. What was your approach?
Why they ask
This behavioural question reveals how you perform under pressure and whether you can coordinate
technical, legal and executive stakeholders.

How to structure your answer



Use STAR: describe the situation and the incident, your specific task and role, the actions you took to
contain, communicate and recover, and the result, including lessons embedded afterwards.

Example answer

“A few years ago, we detected a ransomware attack that had encrypted several file servers. I
immediately activated our incident response plan, convened the crisis team and assigned clear roles.
I personally briefed the CEO and board chair within the hour, explaining what we knew and what we
didn't. We isolated affected networks, engaged our forensic partners, and worked with legal to assess
notification obligations under the Notifiable Data Breaches scheme. We restored from backups within
our recovery time objectives and no customer data was exfiltrated. Afterward, I led a review that
tightened privileged access management and improved our backup testing. The experience taught
me the value of rehearsal and calm communication.”

3. You discover a critical vulnerability in a system that supports a key
revenue line. Patching will cause downtime during peak trading. What do you
do?
Why they ask
This scenario tests your judgement when security and availability conflict, and whether you can make a
defensible risk decision.

How to structure your answer
Acknowledge the tension between security and availability. Walk through your decision-making: assess
the exploitability and potential impact, consult with business owners, evaluate compensating controls,
consider timing and regulatory notification obligations, and document the risk decision. Show you can
make a defensible call under pressure.

Example answer

“I would first assess the actual exploitability of the vulnerability: is there a public exploit, and is the
system internet-facing? I would bring together the system owner and the operations team to
understand the business impact of downtime. If patching during peak is truly not viable, I would
implement compensating controls such as virtual patching, network segmentation or enhanced
monitoring. I would document the decision and the residual risk, and set a firm patching window as
soon as possible. If the risk is severe, I would escalate to the CEO to make a joint call, because
security does not own the business risk alone. Throughout, I would keep the lines of communication
open with affected stakeholders.”

4. How do you ensure your security program complies with Australian
regulatory requirements, such as the Privacy Act and APRA CPS 234?
Why they ask
This checks your practical knowledge of the local regulatory landscape and how you operationalise
compliance without stifling the business.

How to structure your answer
Map the regulatory landscape, describe how you translate obligations into controls, monitoring and
reporting. Mention specific frameworks and how you keep the board informed.

Example answer

“I start by mapping our obligations to specific controls. For APRA CPS 234, that means ensuring we
have a systematic process for identifying critical assets, testing controls and reporting material
incidents to APRA. For the Privacy Act, I work with legal to maintain a data inventory and ensure our
Notifiable Data Breaches process is tested. I use the ASD Essential Eight as a baseline for mitigation,
and we align our ISMS with ISO 27001. I report compliance status to the board through a dashboard
that shows gaps and remediation timelines, so directors can see where we stand without needing
technical detail.”



5. How do you build and retain a high-performing security team in a
competitive market?
Why they ask
This explores your leadership philosophy, your ability to structure a security function and your approach
to developing people.

How to structure your answer
Talk about your approach to hiring, structuring for clear ownership, professional development, and
creating a culture where people feel supported. Use an example of a team you built or transformed.

Example answer

“I build teams around clear ownership. I start by defining the risk domains we need to cover and then
hire people who are strong in those areas, not just generalists. I invest in development: we run
internal knowledge shares, fund certifications like CISSP and CISM, and rotate staff through different
functions so they understand the whole picture. I also make sure security staff have direct access to
me and feel safe raising concerns. In my last role, that approach reduced turnover and helped us fill
critical roles internally rather than always hiring externally. Retention comes from purpose, growth and
feeling heard.”

6. Describe a situation where you had to influence a senior executive or
board member who disagreed with a security investment. How did you
handle it?
Why they ask
This assesses your executive communication skills and your ability to advocate for security in business
language.

How to structure your answer
Set the scene, explain the disagreement, describe how you reframed the issue in business terms, the
evidence you brought, and the outcome. Finish with what you learned about executive communication.

Example answer

“A CFO once pushed back on funding for a new SIEM platform, arguing the existing tools were
adequate. I asked to understand his concerns, which were about cost and disruption. I then reframed
the issue: our current tools left us unable to correlate events across cloud and on-premises,
increasing the time to detect a breach. I brought a risk assessment showing the potential financial and
reputational impact of a delayed response, and proposed a phased implementation that spread the
cost. He agreed to fund the first phase. The lesson was to listen first and then speak in terms of risk
and return, not technology.”


