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PART ONE


You can become a CEO—a chief executive officer—in your career lifetime. It is not the unreachable pinnacle once reserved for those born with a silver spoon in their mouth, who went to the right school, who know the right people. Tomorrow’s top chiefs will get there on their merit.


This eBook is for people who haven’t reached their summit—yet. It lays out the qualities they will need to pack on their climb to the top of the corporate mountain.

Because maneuvering through various levels of a corporation is analogous to moving up a mountain, I’ve used mountain climbing in this book as a metaphor for learning to think like and become the person at the top.

To learn what experienced climbers know I went to where they are, at the top: the chief executive officers who have made the ascent themselves. I’ve picked some of the best mountaineers there are and included their experiences so you can witness the various qualities required and learn to make them your own.

You may not actually aspire to be the chief executive officer of your company, but you may still want to be the chief accountant, salesperson, administrator, or MIS person, or principal, division manager, editor, or head of whatever group you are in. With the right gear you can be.

If you understand how the chiefs run the show:


	
You’ll avoid getting fired.



	
You’ll get promoted more quickly.



	
You’ll enjoy the quality of work life you want and deserve.



	
And—if you do decide you want to be the Big Boss, the CEO someday—you will have the right equipment.





In simplest terms, the employee who satisfies the boss keeps his job. A lot of people fail because they aren’t aware of what the boss wants. If you ignore the work needs and wants of the boss, if you think he has stupid requests, if you think “that’s not my job,” you just might get fired.




Understanding the boss is critical to career success. When I’ve hit rocky patches on the job, it’s often been because I didn’t understand what was expected of me, and sat back and waited to be told. Now I know better. I ask, What’s important to you? What’s absolutely essential to getting my job done? Understanding the boss gives me confidence and clarity.

—Tammy Tierney

Editor, Kansas City Business Journal



Bosses are always evaluating who will advance next. Top people topple from their positions overnight. Your company’s leaders and your company’s competitors are constantly looking to “pick off the best” and replace those who have just toppled.

Getting promoted does not require genius. It requires continued attention to details, tenacity, understanding effective chiefs, and doing a little more than the next person.



Understanding the boss is just projecting yourself into how they might think. It’s like you face a situation and ask yourself, How would Clint Eastwood or Beetle Bailey or the CEO handle the situation? It can be fun to think this through. The negative of that situation is that people don’t come up with their own solutions, don’t use their creativity, sometimes limit themselves, and play it too safe. The positive of the situation is that if they have a CEO who is the most experienced, has the most wisdom, uses the best judgment, is well equipped to lead, run, or direct the organization in the normal and abnormal course of events—well, that person should be emulated. The question employees have to decide is, Is my CEO really that good?

—Gregg Miller

President, RACOM Corporation



The fact is, you need to think like a CEO long before you become one. People who make it to the top act and think like they are “number one” before they actually become number one.

If in your career plans you think you will wait until you are working closer in the chain of command to corporate chiefs before you try to comprehend that world, you will have waited too long. If you conclude that it really doesn’t matter if you understand the boss, that all you need to do is your job, you are wrong. And if you reason that thinking like a chief isn’t necessary until you hold the title, then you are really off target.

You may ask, Isn’t the CEO’s role and power diminishing? Aren’t companies turning upside down, putting chiefs on the lowest rung instead of the highest rung of the ladder, so they truly serve their people? And doesn’t all of this mean the CEO isn’t that important anymore? No. Definitely not. Not now nor in the future.

Every group of any size needs a lead person, someone who takes responsibility for making decisions, guiding teams, selling ideas, managing crises, and generally conquering the mountain before them. Paths to the top are pretty narrow. There isn’t a lot of room. A lead person makes the ascent and others support him. You can be that head person if you want. It is up to you to take the responsibility.

• • •

How to Think Like a CEO is divided into two parts. Part One will lay out the 22 Vital Traits that successful chiefs have and how to make them your own. The mystery of why some people make it to the top and some don’t, when they are all equally competent in the job, is revealed to you. No one wants an unknown power presiding over them. If you follow the right path and utilize the right ropes, you’ll be the one who reaches the pinnacle of power.

This eBook is intended to make you aware of the 22 Vital Traits so you can more confidently and quickly acquire those necessary qualities. By having a near-perfect model, you can better evaluate those you work with as well as set your own self-development objectives.

Part Two of How to Think Like a CEO is for moving up. First you develop the necessary qualities of chiefs, then you have to put them into use. This means you want to know what routes other climbers took to get to the top. Succeeding chapters lay out what to expect when you make your move from the “number-two” to the “number-one” slot.

In my book Lions Don’t Need to Roar, I had researched what successful people do to be memorable, impressive, credible, genuine, trusted, and liked. I interviewed people who had achieved in their field to learn how they set themselves apart from the rest in an effective manner. More than one hundred people were personally interviewed for my book, including the CEOs from companies such as Avis, Colgate, ARCO, Heinz, Adolph Coors, MTV, Time Warner, General Instruments, Pan Am, and ESPN, the publisher of Forbes, the editor of the Wall Street Journal, the owner of the Seattle Mariners, and the authors of mega-bestselling books. From the numerous conversations I found how those people think, act, and interrelate to set themselves apart from others.

The research for How to Think Like a CEO again involved interviewing those recognizable names listed above as well as more than one hundred additional successful CEOs—people who have already made it to the top.

It was very interesting conducting my initial survey of what people wanted and needed to know about the CEO of their company. The first reaction from non-chiefs I talked with was, “I hadn’t really thought about it, particularly to the extent that I could do anything about it.” The person on the pinnacle of power in the company was thought to be unreachable, untouchable, unquestioned, unknown. And that top person seldom had any intention of changing that. But when people started thinking about the possibility of getting to know and understand the person in power, so they could work better with that positioned being, they got excited. They got empowered!

The reaction from CEOs was equally interesting when I told them I was doing research on how to understand CEOs and other chiefs. It wasn’t warmly received by everyone. No one wants to be analyzed—particularly the big boss. He is the least studied person in the organization. He’s scrutinized and criticized the most, but not really looked at. Some CEOs dismissed the significance of studying CEOs. But many more CEOs became as intrigued about the study as their subordinates because they don’t know how CEOs think. As Larry Kirshbaum, president of Warner Books, remarked to me upon the announcement of my study, “Good grief. Good luck.” As it turned out most of the CEOs I interviewed were very helpful because they wanted to contribute and they were curious what others would say.




So What Is a Near-Perfect Chief?

One morning in the Denver airport’s United Red Carpet Lounge, a group of insurance company award winners were convening for a flight to an incentive-trip destination. Company executives and salespeople were meeting, shaking hands, and enthusiastically talking about their trip. A regional vice president was taking a star salesman and his wife around the room to meet the corporate honchos. The six-feet-two-inch CEO of the insurance company was walking to a corner work area where he’d set up a makeshift desk with a phone and his papers. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the regional vice president and salesman. In an attempt to avoid them, the CEO hunched his head and shoulders down to reduce his frame to about six feet, hastened his step, and went out of his way around a pillar. But the vice president saw him and took the nervous salesman and his wife in hand to introduce them to Mr. Big. The CEO was trapped. He had to stop and meet them. With a feeble smile and a trite exchange of words, he shook hands, studied his coffee cup, and stuffed his free hand in his pocket while the vice president explained the salesman’s success. The CEO did nothing to appear interested or impressed, only impatient. He mumbled congratulations and turned and hurriedly walked away, avoiding others who might try the same thing.

The CEO had an opportunity to make the salesman and his wife feel like heroes. Instead he made them feel like heels.

This CEO is not what I’m talking about in a near-perfect CEO.

A near-perfect CEO in that situation would have deliberately positioned himself close to the doorway so he’d be first to greet everyone entering. He would stand energetically, with a smile, and initiate handshakes, small talk, and pats on the back. He’d have personally taken the star salesman and his spouse to the other executives and sincerely praised the accomplishments of the salesman in front of others. Maybe he’d ask a question or two that would let the vice president look “big” in front of his salespeople. Perhaps the CEO would make a humorous comment to ease the tension of the people talking with him. He could note some detail about the sales record. He’d appear to be sincere and congenial. Then Mr. Big, at an appropriate time, would graciously excuse himself to return to his post to be available to calm the next nervous salesperson entering the room. That’s a near-perfect CEO.


To become a near-perfect CEO you have to be a near-perfect number two, three, four, and on-down-the-line person. It takes work, effort, and commitment to get to the top ledge, and when you get there, you have to keep on working at it to stay there.

It will be no surprise to you that a real CEO is only a real human being. It takes specific traits to execute the job effectively—to be near-perfect. Not all CEOs have all the traits in use all of the time. Some of the chiefs interviewed simply did not demonstrate the traits during our time together, but the vital traits are there if you know how to look.

You should be able to recognize a good percentage of these qualities in your own CEO. Most important, these are traits you should consider developing for yourself.



As a general rule, leaders have become leaders because they’ve done more, been better, worked harder, and somehow differentiated themselves in some ways. They’ve accomplished this more or less on their own all along the way.

—Gregg Miller

President, RACOM Corporation



It is critically important for you to work for a first-rate CEO. They run a good operation, are less apt to fail, and are less likely to go out of business. You are less liable to lose your job. Plus they set better examples while teaching better lessons. The kind of person you admire and work for is the kind of person you’ll become.

The vital traits—the attributes that make up the right stuff to get to the tallest peaks—are there if you know how to look.

You should be able to recognize a good percentage of these qualities in your own CEO. Most important, these are traits you should consider developing for yourself.

Despite how high up you are or how far away from your level they are, one thing is certain: A CEO’s personality, character, drive, and spirit will affect you now and in the future.

Although few people recognize it early enough in their careers, for them to accomplish their business and career goals they need to understand the major presence of important chiefs in their business life. Most people think that that insight will not be available to them until much later in their careers. But in How to Think Like a CEO it is available, and you can begin identifying with those top people—starting now.

Through my research I’ve tracked patterns that run through the people who scale lofty heights in life. The result is 22 Vital Traits that make up the right stuff you need to work your way to the top.




1st Vital Trait: CEOs Are Secure in Themselves

Sometimes the biggest obstacle isn’t the climbing—it’s you.

An extremely necessary attitude that a chief requires is being secure in himself. This attitude must be carried both inside one’s head and outside in one’s demeanor for the public to see.

John Bianchi—a former police officer—grew his hobby business of making leather holsters for himself into the largest manufacturer of leather holsters and belts for law enforcement officers and the military in the country. His company, Bianchi International, was a privately held company sold to Huntington Holdings, where John remained as a consultant until his contract expired and he became the spokesman for Safari Inc. (a competing manufacturer of leather goods). John Bianchi has tremendous charisma in a macho industry. When he shows up at a trade show booth men line the halls to get the chance to see and meet him. The scene takes on the appearance of a country-western singer meeting his fans.

He told me this story: “As a kid, I was working in a coffee shop. I’d see company presidents come in. I’d watch them and ask myself, What makes them different? What do they do? Maybe I should study that. I discovered a big thing for their predominant trait: Those people appeared secure in themselves. They didn’t have fear. They seemed confident. I’ve since learned over and over, fear is the root of so many problems. You have to be secure in yourself. No one else will have confidence in you unless you do.”

Near-perfect CEOs are marked by confidence in themselves. An uncertain, apprehensive person will not make it to the top of anything.

• • •

Top CEOs want to deal with self-assured people over any other type. John Wilson is the president of USC, a consulting company that specializes in change management, where operations, processes, procedures, and human resources are studied and changed to improve a client’s operating effectiveness. I asked him if it makes any difference if an intelligent, hardworking, and competent individual has self-esteem. Wilson responded, “It is virtually impossible to be a highly effective manager without it. Management is to a large extent effective delegation. Leadership, of course, is the ability of inspiring and motivating people to worthwhile achievement. Both require respect. If you don’t have it for yourself you’re not likely to get it from others. In my opinion, many companies are too hung up on degrees and pedigrees. We look for PSM (poor, smart, and motivated) with some people skills.” Then he enthusiastically added, “When we find, we hire and ask them if they have any brothers or sisters too!”

CEOs tell me that the effort it takes to convince others to be confident is exhaustive, and lots of times it isn’t worth their while.

Being secure in yourself absolutely rates near the top of the list of essential equipment for any climber. If a CEO wavers and shows signs of not being confident of which way he wants to go, it sends shudders from the top echelon all the way down the mountain. When the CEO of Philips (the world’s third largest consumer electronics company) spoke to his shareholders about the company’s struggle to turn research into hit products, he said in a secure tone of voice, “There are obstacles. We will conquer them.”

Act like you are secure. That is often the first step to actually becoming secure in yourself. Curt Carter, CEO of Mission Bay Investments, says, “Smile. Simply have a relaxed smile. If you are not smiling your competition will step on your neck. Think of how wimps are portrayed on television—hunched over, no smile, shifty eyes. You can’t look like that in business at any level.”

The other extreme of being secure in self is people who act overconfident. They aren’t. Those people are probably the most insecure and they overcompensate with bluster.

Sometimes people who are insecure make it to the ranks of CEO because they overcompensate so fiercely. “A lot of people who make it to the top lack confidence. They succeed because they work so hard overcompensating for their insecurity,” says Dennis Wu, a partner at Deloitte Touche, L.L.P. But usually they don’t last.

If you aren’t secure in yourself in dealing with anyone, anywhere, under any circumstances, you won’t be able to deal with anyone, anywhere, under any circumstances. People have reason to believe in you if you truly believe in yourself.




2nd Vital Trait: CEOs Are in Control of Their Attitudes

If you lose control, you lose. Period.

Herb Kelleher, CEO of Southwest Airlines, says, “We hire attitude.” Kelleher oversees what is considered by some to be the most admired airline in the country, a discount passenger carrier that has been profitable for twenty-one straight years. He says, “The best company slogan we ever had is, ‘We smile because we want to, not because we have to.’”

In life, there is so little you have control over. You can’t control the government, the economy, the spouse, the kids—or anyone else! Fortunately, attitude is one area where you do have control.

Your success in business and in life is based more on your mental attitude than your mental capabilities. You will learn, if you haven’t already, that you make yourself with your disposition. Until, and unless, you’re in command of your outlook, everyone and anyone can control you. Only people who manage their attitude avoid being managed by others.



At a restaurant popular with business people, I happened to sit next to three men talking shop. A man who appeared to be the junior person started jumping on a decision the senior person had made in front of the customer. The senior person said nothing in defense or retaliation. After the client had left for a few minutes, the senior individual turned to the junior and said, “Don’t ever talk to me like that again. What you did was unacceptable. I didn’t do anything about your actions this time, but next time I will.” That boss was in control of his disposition.



Attitude is conveyed in your facial expression, tone of voice, posture, handshake, handwriting, voicemail message, decision making, delegating, managing, leading, and on and on. Anytime you have any contact with anyone, you broadcast your disposition. Your theatrical skills (which we will discuss later) help you control “leakage” of bad attitudes, but generally your outlook always seeps through.


	
Remind yourself to stay in control of your attitude.



	
Select the outlook most effective for the situation and people involved.



	
Stick with the attitude even when you don’t feel like it or others try to dissuade you.



	
Change outlooks when you need to and want to.



	
Keep aware and in control of your bearing at all times through your physical and mental demeanor.





Mind you, it’s a lot easier to abandon control of your attitude than to maintain it. It’s indulgent to dislike, react, and tear down yourself, others, and their work. You can’t choose that direction if you want to move up the mountain.

If you think you’re currently at a level where you are the “exception to the rule” in being concerned about controlling your attitude, you’re wrong. Every climber needs to control his or her mood.
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