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A Data Protection Officer is not simply the most senior person on a privacy team. Under the GDPR, the DPO has
defined advisory, monitoring and liaison duties and must be able to perform them independently. The organization
remains responsible for compliance, while the DPO informs, advises, monitors, supports impact-assessment work and
serves as a contact point for regulators and individuals.

QUICK ANSWER

To become a DPO, develop expert knowledge of data-protection law and practice, gain experience monitoring a privacy
program and learn to advise senior leaders independently. A law degree is not universally required, but deep regulatory
judgment, credibility and the ability to avoid conflicts of interest are essential. A CIPP/E and CIPM are relevant signals,
not legal prerequisites created by the GDPR.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

DPO is a legally significant role under the GDPR, not a generic executive title.

The DPO must be involved in data-protection matters, receive appropriate resources and report directly to the
highest management level.

The organization may not instruct or penalize the DPO for performing DPO duties.

A DPO can hold other duties only when they do not create a conflict of interest.

The role may be internal or external, depending on the organization's needs and applicable law.

WHAT A DPO DOES

The European Data Protection Board summarizes the minimum tasks as informing and advising the organization and
its employees, monitoring compliance, advising on data protection impact assessments, cooperating with the
supervisory authority and acting as a contact point for the authority and for individuals.

In practice, DPO work may include:

Advising on GDPR obligations and privacy risk

Monitoring policies, responsibilities, training and audits

Advising on whether and how to conduct a DPIA

Reviewing significant incidents and regulatory-notification analysis

Monitoring records of processing and control effectiveness

Reporting material issues to the highest management level

Cooperating with supervisory authorities

Serving as an accessible contact for data subjects

The DPO advises and monitors. Management remains accountable for deciding purposes, means, resources and
remediation.

INDEPENDENCE AND CONFLICTS OF INTEREST

Independence is part of the role design. The DPO must not be instructed about the conclusion to reach on a data-
protection matter. The role should have direct access to senior management and sufficient time, training, budget and
support.

An organization must also evaluate conflicts of interest. A person who determines the purposes and means of processing
may be unable to independently monitor those same decisions. Titles in senior management, technology, marketing, HR
or operations may create conflicts depending on actual responsibilities. Employers should conduct and document a
role-specific assessment rather than relying on title alone.



SKILLS AND BACKGROUND

Strong DPO candidates bring expert knowledge of privacy law, experience with privacy programs, audit or monitoring
ability, risk judgment, executive communication and professional independence. They should understand the
organization's industry, processing operations, information systems and risk profile.

The GDPR does not prescribe one degree or certification. DPOs come from legal, compliance, audit, security, regulatory
and privacy-program backgrounds. A CIPP/E supports European legal knowledge, while the CIPM supports program
knowledge. Neither replaces experience or establishes the independence of the appointment.

A FIVE-STAGE CAREER ROADMAP

Stage 1: Build deep GDPR knowledge
Go beyond summaries. Understand roles and responsibilities, legal bases, rights, international transfers, security,
breach response, accountability, records, DPIAs and regulator powers.

Stage 2: Operate privacy processes
Gain experience with assessments, monitoring, audits, incidents, complaints, training and remediation. Learn how to
test whether the program is effective rather than merely documented.

Stage 3: Develop independent advisory judgment
Practice writing advice that identifies facts, law, risk, options and recommended action. Learn to escalate concerns
clearly while preserving a constructive relationship with management.

Stage 4: Take deputy or scoped responsibility
Roles such as Deputy DPO, Regional Privacy Lead, Privacy Counsel or Senior Privacy Manager can provide exposure to
leadership and regulatory engagement before a full appointment.

Stage 5: Accept a properly designed appointment
Before accepting, examine reporting lines, resources, access to management, protected independence, other duties and
conflicts. A prestigious title without authority, time or access can create risk for both the DPO and the organization.

CAREER PROGRESSION

Stage Typical title Development focus

Foundation Privacy Analyst, Counsel, Auditor or Compliance
Specialist

Law, controls and evidence

Senior
practitioner

Senior Privacy Manager or Senior Privacy Counsel Complex reviews and monitoring

Preparation Deputy DPO or Regional DPO Independent advice and regulator contact

Appointment Data Protection Officer Statutory tasks, direct reporting and
monitoring

Broader path Group DPO, Chief Privacy Officer or advisory practice
leader

Larger scope, subject to conflict analysis

Keep exploring: Browse privacy jobs · How to start a career in data privacy · Data
Protection Officer job description template · Privacy Program Manager · Chief Privacy Officer
· Certifications: CIPP, CIPM, CDPSE
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Does a DPO need to be a lawyer?
The GDPR does not universally require it. The DPO must have expert knowledge of data-protection law and practices
appropriate to the organization's processing and risk.

Is the DPO responsible when the company violates the GDPR?
The controller or processor remains responsible for compliance. The DPO has advisory and monitoring duties but does
not replace management accountability.

Can the CPO also be the DPO?
Sometimes, but only after a careful conflict-of-interest assessment. A CPO who determines privacy strategy, purposes or
means may be asked to monitor decisions they helped make. Titles are not decisive; actual powers and duties are. ##
Next steps Review [current privacy jobs](https://www.ai-governance-jobs.com/privacy-jobs/), the [privacy-career entry
guide](https://www.ai-governance-jobs.com/guides/how-to-start-a-career-in-data-privacy/) and the Privacy Program
Manager and Chief Privacy Officer roadmaps. Employers can use the matching [Data Protection Officer job description
template](https://www.ai-governance-jobs.com/templates/data-protection-officer-job-description/). ## Sources -
[European Data Protection Board: Data Protection Officer](https://www.edpb.europa.eu/sme/be-compliant/data-
protection-officer_en) - [GDPR Articles 37 to 39](https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2016/679/oj) - [IAPP CIPP/E
certification](https://iapp.org/certify/cippe) - [IAPP CIPM certification](https://iapp.org/certify/cipm)

This roadmap is a free resource from GRC Careers.
Read the latest version, and find live Privacy jobs, at ai-governance-jobs.com/ai-governance-career-guides/how-to-become-a-
data-protection-officer · A resource from GRC Careers
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