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Praise for How to Be a CEO





“Being curious is a vital ingredient to succeed as CEO. Use this book as a learning tool to accelerate your growth.”


Amber Asher, CEO, Standard International


“A proven approach for CEOs to help an organization thrive.”


Amy C. Edmondson, Novartis Professor of Leadership and Management, Harvard Business School


“There is no CEO school. Nothing can prepare you fully for the responsibility of leading an organization. However, reading How to be a CEO will help you along the way.”


Andy Cosslett, CBE, Chair ITV plc and Kingfisher plc


“If I could go back and start again as a CEO, I would be more ambitious. Let this book remove your limits to achieve your potential.”


Andy Mitchell, CBE, CEO, Tideway


“It is the role of a CEO to lead the direction of an organization. Let this book show you how.”


Chris Annetts, Chief Strategy Officer, Heathrow


“To be a great CEO, you need to read, learn, acquire knowledge and try different things. How to be a CEO is exactly the sort of reading that will accelerate your growth.”


Francesca Lanza Tans, CEO, The Alexander Partnership


“The most important thing to become a CEO is to make sure you really, really, really want the role when you stare into the reality of it. Use the lessons in How to be a CEO to test your commitment.”


Graham Alexander, Founder, The Alexander Partnership


“Ask yourself, How does everything I have done equip me to be a great CEO. Let this book inspire you to close any gaps.”


Helen Tupper, CEO, Amazing If


“As CEO your role is to create the conditions for people to connect passionately with the business. Read How to be a CEO to ignite your own fire to succeed.”


Jamie Bunce, CEO, Inspired Villages


“As CEO it is essential to have absolute clarity about what you are doing to deliver and how you are going to do it. Let How to be a CEO help you clarify your plan.”


Jan Smits, CEO and Deputy Chair, APAC, Pro-invest Group


“No one is born a CEO. However, with the right preparation and determination you can become a CEO. Let this book show you how.”


Javier Echave, CFO, Heathrow


“There are many people who could make brilliant CEOs. Use this book to unlock your potential and give yourself the best chance to succeed.”


John Holland-Kaye, CEO, Heathrow


“To be a CEO it’s important to believe in your ability to succeed so that you can lead in an authentic way. Let How to be a CEO strengthen your authentic self and accelerate your success.”


John Murray, President and CEO, Sonesta International Hotels Corporation


“The CEO is the figurehead of an organization. Use How to be a CEO to challenge the example you want to set leading the business and motivating people.”


Jonathan Akeroyd, CEO, Burberry


“Having an executive coach plays an important role in supporting a CEO. Reading Ben’s book is similar to having him as your own coach challenging your thinking and ability to build a high-performing organization.”


Jonathan Mills, CEO, EMEA, Choice Hotels


“Leading as a CEO in today’s age of uncertainty and transformation requires a real commitment to a meaningful mission both personally and for the business. Let How to be a CEO help define what is most meaningful for your leadership.”


Justin Basini, CEO and co-founder, ClearScore


“It is important to recognize that there are certain things only you can do as CEO. At the top level this involves strategy, capability, talent and culture. How to be a CEO is a practical guide to discipline your approach.”


Keith Barr, CEO, IHG


“It is super important for CEOs today to make sure they are getting the value out of business data. Reading How to be a CEO is another valuable source of data. Read it!”


Laura Miller, CIO, Macy’s


“There is no such things as a perfect CEO. It takes different skills to be highly relational and commercial. However, reading How to be a CEO will make you better in building relationships and driving performance.”


Mike Mathieson, Chairman, NED, advisor, founder and former CEO, Cake


“A primary mission for a CEO is to find their replacement. How to be a CEO is an insightful guide for CEOs wanting to develop others, or for anyone aspiring to the top job.”


Paul Dupuis, CEO and Chairman, Randstad Japan


“A great CEO creates energy and enthusiasm about the future of an organization. Let this book inspire you to translate your vision in reality.”


Paula Stannett, Chief People Officer, Heathrow


“As a CEO you need to be visionary and have the ambition to change the world. This book shows you how.”


Phil Bayliss, Chairman, Inspired Villages and CEO, Infinium


“Nothing fully prepares you for the step up to CEO. It is a job like no other. What will help your preparation is to read How to be a CEO and apply the lessons to your own career journey.”


Richard Solomons, Chairman, Rentokil Initial plc


“Focus on determining your own sense of purpose and use this to motivate, guide and inspire you. Combining this with the wealth of advice and experience to be found in this book will help you to establish your own identity as a CEO and maximise your potential as a leader.”


Dr Sam Barrell CBE, Deputy CEO, The Francis Crick Institute


“One of the main ways to make things happen as a CEO is communication. Use this book to develop your compelling CEO story to engage others.”


Simon Baugh, Chief Executive, Government Communication Service


“Once you have made a conscious decision to become a CEO revisit your original attributes and learn to make them better. Let this book inspire you along the way.”


Sneh Khemka, former CEO, Simplyhealth


“About to move into a CEO role or aspiring to move into the position? This book is the perfect primer. Read How to be a CEO to speed up your readiness for the role.”


Sophie Devonshire, CEO, The Marketing Society


“Be intentional in developing your career towards becoming a CEO. Let this book show you how.”


Sophie Moloney, CEO, Sky NZ


“As a CEO you need to have a point! It is hard to build your presence in a business unless you stand for something. Let this book develop your core CEO identity.”


Stephen McCall, CEO, edyn


“How to be a CEO by Ben Renshaw provides the essential ‘runway’ for all those who aspire to C-Suite roles. The book is packed with real world case studies and hard-won expert guidance. It skilfully balances the challenge of the CEO role with the encouragement and practical next steps leaders need to take. Highly recommended.”


Steven D’Souza, Senior Client Partner, Korn Ferry, author of the award-winning Not Knowing trilogy


“Be open about your ambition to become a CEO. This book will help translate your focus and put it into action.”


Viviane Paxinos, CEO, AllBright


“Be intentional about how you are going to become an excellent CEO and create a plan to get there. Use How to be a CEO to accelerate your process.”


Will Stratton-Morris, CEO, Caffè Nero UK


“The role of a CEO is to be the guardian of the business and culture. Your job is to leave it in a better place. How to be a CEO gives you the framework to make this happen.”


Wim Dejonghe, Senior Partner, Allen & Overy LLP







How to Be a CEO


Purpose – People – Performance


Ben Renshaw
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For my children, India, Ziggy and Zebedee, who inspire my passion for Purpose, People and Performance.


May you (and the next generation of those who will enter the world of leadership) discover your own sense of purpose and use it to fulfil your potential.
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Foreword


The role of a CEO is to create the conditions for people to thrive while working together to serve a worthy purpose in pursuit of performance. In my book The Fearless Organization, I looked at how organizations often fail to create sufficient psychological safety for learning, innovation and growth – essential ingredients for organizational performance in the modern economy. My research shows that psychological safety is essential to help unlock an organization’s potential to do great things, and that CEO leadership plays a vital role in building psychological safety. With so much riding on people’s ability to think differently, adapt to change and work in fast-paced, challenging, uncertain contexts, a CEO’s approach is vital for setting the right tone. In uncertain contexts, people must be willing to voice half-finished thoughts, ask questions from left field and brainstorm out loud. This creates a culture that supports a continuous influx of new ideas and critical thought, and where the interpersonal climate does not suppress, silence, ridicule or intimidate. Not every idea is great; there are stupid questions, and dissent can indeed slow things down. But having a voice and talking things through is an essential part of the creative process. Sometimes, it’s vital to slow a conversation down to prevent avoidable costly failures. And any time a company faces uncertainty and high stakes, the quality of information and reasoning matters for effective decision making.


An effective CEO understands that building a psychologically safe environment does not mean people will always agree with one another for the sake of being nice. In fact, quite the opposite. It also does not mean that people offer unequivocal praise or unconditional support for everything said. Psychological safety is not an ‘anything goes’ environment where people are not expected to adhere to high standards or meet deadlines. It is not about being ‘comfortable’ at work. Learning is rarely entirely comfortable, and learning is more vital than ever in a fast-changing world. Psychological safety enables candour and openness, which thrive in an environment of mutual respect. All organizations today want to attract and retain quality talent – but hiring talent when no one feels able to speak up doesn’t help. The traditional culture of ‘fitting in’ and ‘going along’ spells doom in the knowledge economy.


To be clear, psychological safety is not the fuel that powers the car. That, I believe, comes from a worth purpose and from the intrinsic motivation to excel that talented people bring to your organization. To continue with the metaphor, psychological safety is what takes off the brakes that otherwise keep people from achieving what is possible. And so, in any challenging industry setting, CEOs have two vital tasks: one, they must build an organization of psychological safety to enable learning and avoid preventable failures; two, they must emphasize a worthy purpose and set high standards to inspire and enable people to feel excited about pursuing excellence.


Are CEOs born with an ability to lead a fearless organization? In a word: no. Leadership consists of a set of skills and mindsets that must be learned. And in my role as Novartis Professor of Leadership and Management at the Harvard Business School, I have found that CEOs and other leaders can indeed learn how to create the environment where people can thrive – as is essential to sustained organizational performance. Ben Renshaw’s book, How to Be a CEO, aligns with my work and offers a powerful methodology for taking steps to develop your leadership potential. Its seven formative ideas provide a roadmap for achieving a senior leadership role. Whatever the outcome of your CEO journey, what matters is getting started with adopting the growth mindset that allows you to stretch yourself to become smarter and better. The combination of challenging yourself to improve while developing a deep interest in other people and what they bring is how you make progress towards ambitious goals that may have been previously cited as impossible.


In today’s complex and ambiguous world, continuous learning and agility are vital to your success. The best leaders are those who are aware of their limitations, have the humility to admit their mistakes, accept when they are wrong, and place more importance in understanding reality than in being right. Their courage and curiosity enable them to create meaningful and open connections with others. They build inclusive team climates where everyone has a sense of belonging and can do their best work. Perhaps the most important aspect of learning how to be a CEO is to practise self-reflection. This book will help you do just that.


Amy C. Edmondson


Novartis Professor of Leadership and Management, Harvard Business School


January 2023


There is no CEO school. Nothing can prepare you fully for the responsibility of leading an organization. Attending a business course won’t get you there and whatever discipline you excelled in on the way up, whether it be operations, marketing or finance, the majority of organizations are not set up, even at the most senior level, to give you the necessary exposure to hit the ground running.


The horizon of a CEO is far reaching and continues to broaden and deepen all of the time. There is an extraordinary level of detail you need to learn in an unfamiliar environment with people who assume your expertise. Knowing the language of the boardroom, navigating its various committees and being the lead spokesperson for the business are all new challenges that will hit you at the same time. On top of this you need to review the company strategy within six months, build your leadership team and set up the company to perform. The net outcome will be a steep and fast learning curve as soon as you step up. One way to accelerate your CEO preparation is to join a public company board as a non-executive. This will help you understand the breadth of what a board director deals with in the modern world and gets you tuned in to the often arcane language of the boardroom and various committees.


There are multiple factors expanding the CEO role, including technology and complex stakeholder requirements. Change is constant, but the speed of change now is dramatic. Sitting down with Ben on a cold December day in London to discuss his new book, I remarked on how few people were around. Traditionally the crowds are out in the run-up to Christmas. Working from home is just one of the many new developments in our society which have emerged post Covid. CEOs need to be on top of them all; however, the changes taking place in less familiar areas such as corporate governance and reporting are likely to create the biggest challenges. Public companies in the UK have strict regulation in place governed by bodies like the Financial Reporting Council and the Financial Conduct Authority. As politicians seek to move into the arena of corporations to ensure they are ‘good citizens’, the power and reach of these regulatory authorities are growing all the time. The demands placed on business today are blurring the previous distinctions between the role of the Board and executive team. To fulfil their responsibilities, boards and chairs need to be all over the detail on multiple areas as companies are required to disclose and report in a granular way on their governance, risk profile and key social issues. Equality, diversity, inclusion, purpose and sustainability are examples of this change. At the same time, technology and the advance of social media are creating a compression within businesses to bring the front line of operations more closely in touch with the leadership population. This has the power to align organizations; however, it requires the CEO to make sure all stakeholders are receiving the right messages in a consistent way. As a result, internal and external communications are essential skills for CEOs to master.


Given the varied agendas CEOs face, they need to combine adaptability with focus. For example, moving into a CEO role in private equity will require a very different prioritization of needs and demands than with a large corporate monolith. The ownership of these companies is entirely different and therefore the time horizons and expectations of the CEO will be equally different. Your approach as CEO depends on ‘the gig’. When assessing opportunities, it is important to fully understand the organizational and owner requirements. Some CEOs are better suited to the world of private equity, while others prosper better in corporate environments with larger, slower-moving, heavily governed companies with the weight of their structure, decision making and reporting. As a CEO you need to be clear about the difference and where you fit best.


As a chair looking at executive leaders there are some truths that remain. The need for CEOs to be great leaders is timeless. Attributes such as humility, courage, integrity and judgement are always at the top of my list. Without these key characteristics it doesn’t matter how good you are at managing tasks, everyone who becomes a CEO will be tested. It’s difficult to anticipate or predict the nature of the test; however, when it comes, these enduring elements of leadership differentiate companies that navigate adversity successfully from those that do not.


Upon reflection, one of the hardest things about being a CEO is to understand the relationship between authenticity and visible leadership. It has been well documented that the best leaders have a large degree of humility. However, when taken to an extreme this can cause CEOs to stay in the shadows, to let others dominate the floor and to shun the limelight. This is not the right thing for the organization. Like it or not, a CEO is the figurehead of the business. They are the leader to whom everybody looks for vision and hope as the chief communications officer. I have learned that one of the true tests of a CEO is to be humble and visible. I wish you well on your CEO journey and I am sure this book will help you along the way.


Andy Cosslett CBE


Chair ITV plc and Kingfisher plc


January 2023


There are many people who could make brilliant CEOs but never get the chance. You might have the right mindset, skills, knowledge, experience and network to be a highly effective CEO, but the opportunity to land the position has not yet arisen. You can try to create your own luck – if you aspire to be a CEO in three years, don’t go to work for a company which has just appointed a new CEO – but there are multiple factors involved in landing the role.


Different circumstances require different types of CEO. In a financial crisis, a Board will look for a different skillset than when they are planning for growth. The broader the skillset you can develop early on in your career, the more chance you will have. If you are a finance specialist, you may have the right skills to become CEO in a company with a portfolio of investments or one in financial crisis, but to increase your chances, you might want to broaden your experience and leadership skills by taking on a big operational role.


I started my career in strategy consulting and after a few years realized that I enjoyed making things happen more than advising. I went to work at Bass plc, a FTSE25 international hotel, leisure and brewing business which had a brilliant management development programme. Bass gave me big operational responsibilities and I was soon managing a sales and marketing team with £1 billion of revenues. That was when I started to think that I might have a chance of becoming a CEO. In my next company, Taylor Wimpey, I took on roles that broadened my experience, such as HR, procurement, investor relations, operations and finance. These were not my areas of expertise, but they helped to develop my general management skills and understanding of how a company worked.


While being a generalist is a great background for a CEO, it can be hard to find the right opportunities earlier in your career, when companies often want functional expertise. I was fortunate when I joined Heathrow as commercial director that they were looking for someone with experience in retail and property who could also be effective in a matrix organization which requires an understanding of how other functions work. After a few years I was asked to lead the Development team responsible for delivering the new Terminal 2 on time and on budget. Having been successful in two of the three main functions in the organization made me a credible candidate for CEO when the opportunity came up.


I am often asked how to be a CEO. I can now give people Ben Renshaw’s book. The three stages he has mapped out on Purpose, People and Performance fit with my leadership approach. On a personal note, my purpose is to make things better – today. I have a deep sense of urgency to make change happen, which you really need as a CEO. Your time in the role can feel very short, and you need to deliver improvements for your stakeholders.


From an organizational perspective, Heathrow’s purpose is Making every journey better. We have partnered with Ben over many years where he has coached my executive committee, as well as delivering our major leadership development and cultural programmes such as Leading with Purpose and Values and Leading Sustainable Growth. The insight and practical steps in How to Be a CEO will help individuals and organizations unlock their potential and make every outcome better.


John Holland-Kaye


CEO, Heathrow


January 2023









Introduction
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One of the first times I encountered a CEO I had high anxiety. A chemistry meeting had been scheduled to test if I would be the right fit to coach this FTSE 100 leader. I couldn’t find an available parking space in the company office parking lot so I tentatively parked in a reserved bay to announce my arrival on time. It was an unusual initial meeting as we were going to play a game of tennis at the CEO’s health club as part of getting to know each other. The CEO, who I shall call William, came out to meet me ready for our game. I had been referred to him through a mutual acquaintance. As we were about to depart, one of the security guards approached us about my car being parked in the wrong bay. I explained the reason for doing so and was asked to move. I had a modest car and felt embarrassed driving it in front of the CEO. When I got back into the passenger seat of William’s luxury SUV he commented on the small size of my car. It didn’t seem like a great start, both in terms of having aligned values and creating a favourable first impression.


Thankfully, on the tennis court I was able to hold my own. Tennis is a big passion of mine and although I’m not a great player, I never give up. The harder William hit the ball, the more I was able to get it back in. The game broke the ice. Over lunch I asked introductory questions to understand William’s background, current reality and future aspirations. It was a compelling story. He had grown up with a modest background, attending state education in the UK, without any of the trappings of a privileged upbringing of private schooling or an Oxbridge education. His family struggled financially and William had seen the effect of money worries, as well as both parents being at the beck and call of others. This had planted seeds about desiring autonomy, as well as wanting to help others succeed.


As is the case with many of the CEOs I interviewed for How to Be a CEO, mapping out a deliberate plan to become CEO had not been on William’s agenda. He started his career journey in sales and marketing. William’s drive and negotiation skills had led him to become top salesperson in his company, enabling him to move into a chief commercial role early in his tenure. It was a steep learning curve, requiring him to contribute to the company strategy, ensure the right commercial capability to deliver the plan, develop talent and navigate the organizational culture. The experience ignited a spark to become a CEO. William stepped back to seek counsel about the mindset and skillset required to become a CEO and how best to go about it. He had initial conversations with his own CEO, who was highly supportive. Together they mapped out a pathway, which included taking on projects outside William’s area to broaden his experience, attending an accelerator programme for leadership development at Harvard Business School, acquiring an external CEO mentor and gaining increased exposure to the Board. One of the primary gaps identified for William’s progression was strategic thinking. Although at full capacity in his role, the opportunity to become Chief Strategy Officer emerged at the right time. The serendipity of being in the right place at the right time meant that he could take on a dual role. This forced him to reorganize his commercial team so that he had the bandwidth to dedicate to strategy as well. William quickly learned one of the most important lessons to succeed as CEO – do what only you can do.


It was a steep learning curve to let go of the day-to-day running of the commercial function and to act as the enabler for others to perform. But it was the vital leadership development required in preparing William for the next step to CEO. Once again this happened sooner than expected. Following a Christmas break, the existing CEO took William into his confidence. After seven years in role it was time to move on and they wanted to know if William would like to be put forward for the CEO role. William was aware of the enormity of the task so asked for time to speak with his family and mentor to ensure clarity and alignment. William described the complexity of the decision making because although his aspiration to become a CEO had grown over the years, the actual reality of it happening was new and potentially now. However, the selection process for CEO is not straightforward for a public limited company. There is stringent governance, as well as internal and external selection. William committed fully to each step of the journey and eventually achieved a successful outcome. Having started in role, he now wanted an executive coach to help him fulfil the manifesto he had promised the business.


I loved working with William. It was an extraordinary experience not only to observe the varied opportunities, challenges and responsibilities of a CEO but to have the privilege of helping a CEO deliver on their complex agenda. Delving into the world of CEOs became the initial catalyst for writing How to Be a CEO. I was surprised to see that there was no book by the same title and although there are various executive education courses focused on leadership, the route to becoming a CEO is such a unique journey. I committed to doing my own research and to creating a practical framework to accelerate the learning and development of future CEOs. How to Be a CEO is not an A–Z encyclopedia of every insight, competence or technical skill to become a CEO. However, the seven steps that sit within the three stages of Purpose, People and Performance are universal to all CEOs and relevant to small-, medium- or large-scale organizations. When I thought about the best way of writing the book and evidencing my ideas, I realized there was no better way than drawing upon the insight and experience of people who live and breathe the reality of being a CEO every day. Therefore, each idea is brought to life through the authentic voice of CEOs, C-suite leaders supporting CEOs, and supported by Amy C. Edmondson, Novartis Professor of Leadership and Management, Harvard Business School, who was ranked the number one management thinker in 2021 by the biannual Thinkers50 global ranking.


In Amy’s words: ‘There are variables which will have a major impact for becoming a CEO, such as sector, size, public, private. However, at the highest level being a great CEO blends humility and determination together. Determination is essential because there will be setbacks, challenges and sometimes devastation, which will require your deepest endurance. You will need to be dedicated to a greater cause which impacts humanity. Focusing on your own bank account will not get you to where you want to go. Your contribution must add value to customers’ lives and to society as a whole. Your drive and dedication will need to be married to humility. As CEO you won’t have all the answers. It is important to take a stance of not knowing as this enables others to step up and contribute. The role of CEO requires you to create the conditions where others are willing to take the risk of doing what is needed for the company to succeed.’


Richard Solomons, Chairman, Rentokil Initial plc, shared his experience: ‘What prepares you to become a CEO is to get a grounding in the business. When I became CEO at IHG I am sure that I was the right person at the time because I had a detailed understanding of the company. I had never set out to be CEO. However, I did want to help the business and made sure I got the relevant experience. My background was in finance, but at one point I stepped in to take an interim role as COO of the Americas. Operations was not my strength, however I learned a lot on the ground which helped me to understand the mechanics of the business. I then also looked after strategy, which informed what needed to be done in the organization.’


It was great to reconnect with my co-author of LoveWork, Sophie Devonshire, CEO, The Marketing Society. We had our conversation as Sophie was taking a much-needed walk to get some air. Reflecting upon her experience stepping into a CEO role, Sophie shared: ‘There are different flavours as CEO. In preparation to become a CEO, think about what type of CEO is required for the particular organization and shareholders you are focused on and compare it with the type of CEO you want to be. In order to define a sweet spot it is vital to understand what the organization needs from the CEO, what the leadership team needs, and to combine it with what you are best at.’


Sophie went on to say: ‘Know what you can do and where you will need support. The buck stops with the CEO. You are the ultimate decision maker and therefore you must know how your Board will support you. If you are fortunate enough to secure a CEO role, spend time soaking up and understanding the context. Make sure you have a strategic pause before jumping into action. As with any leadership role, success is often a question of timing. When I started, people were constantly asking me for my vision and what I was going to make happen. For somebody who loves speed, I made sure that I didn’t rush. I took time to not jump in with my vision before getting the team on board.’


Helen Tupper is a fellow author of the brilliant book The Squiggly Career and transitioned into the CEO of Amazing If. She shared: ‘Being an effective CEO is a culmination of collecting great experiences from other roles. I learned how to create a compelling company vision from my marketing background. My ability to drive performance came from sales. My future focus was derived from a role in innovation. To be a CEO you need to connect the dots from your collection of knowledge, skills and experience to maximize the role. Ask yourself, “How does everything I have done equip me to be a great CEO?”’


Helen is also a big advocate of learning from others: ‘I have a strong network of people with diverse skills. When I started in role, I met a different CEO each month for a mentoring conversation to understand what they did in a day, what advice they had for me, what challenges they faced and who they turned to for guidance. This helped me curate a CEO mindset.’ She also challenges aspiring CEOs to seize the moment: ‘CEOs lead people, projects and organizations into the future. However, you don’t have to wait to be a CEO to put it into action. You can exercise these muscles in multiple ways. If you need to become more strategic, think about the future. If you want to develop others, stop having all the answers and ask better questions. Think about how you can demonstrate the skills of a CEO today, such as asking more questions, challenging the status quo and conducting scenario planning. You don’t need a title to do it.’


Amber Asher, CEO, Standard International, reinforced the need to be open minded: ‘Being curious is a vital ingredient as CEO. I have always wanted to understand more and have cultivated a learning mindset.’


I appreciated the perspective of Jonathan Akeroyd, CEO, Burberry: ‘Don’t make the CEO tag the driver for being a CEO. You must love what you do. I can genuinely say I love my job. I love the brand and I get to manage an incredible business. If I didn’t have a passion for the project, it is not for me. Throughout my 30-year career I have only had four main jobs. I have turned down many interesting things because I didn’t think I could add value. It is critical to know that you can make a tangible difference to the company you are leading.’


Jonathan went on to say: ‘There’s no real or direct route to becoming a CEO. My journey has focused on performance and results balanced with humility, openness and being a team player.’ Jonathan was also clear about the role of a CEO: ‘The CEO is the figurehead of an organization. The bigger the business, the more the CEO needs to lead by example, manage the business and motivate people.’


John Murray, CEO, Sonesta International Hotels Corporation, made the transition from the world of finance into the CEO role: ‘To be a CEO it is important to believe in your ability to succeed so that you can lead in an authentic way. Don’t try to make others think you are something you are not.’ John went on to say: ‘The way to prepare yourself is hard work! I was influenced by my parents, who had some family sayings including “You are the company you keep”. As CEO, surround yourself with smart people to bring out the best in you. Be aware, watch people, listen. You don’t necessarily need to have a formal mentor, however constantly looking at others who are doing well and learning how they behave makes a big difference.’


John also highlighted: ‘Focus on growing your business. Recognize that if you’re not growing, you are falling behind. Motivating people to make the company stronger and bigger creates success.’


Researching for this book would have been a great opportunity to see Sophie Moloney, CEO, Sky New Zealand, in person as I love the country; however, getting her valuable perspective online was the next best thing. In terms of her journey to becoming CEO, she shared: ‘Nothing beats experience to round you out in preparation for becoming a CEO. From a personal perspective, law was a useful way to frame my thinking. I worked hard and learned my craft as a commercial lawyer. However, I started to recognize that I didn’t just want to advise on corporate or commercial decisions, I wanted to be part of the decision making. I was fortunate to be selected for a year-long leadership development programme while at Sky UK. I became obsessed with leadership and learning about how to get the best out of people. The reality is you can only achieve so much with one person, but the sky is the limit when leading a high-performing team.


‘Be intentional in developing your career. You will never have the perfect suite of experience for a CEO role, however put your hand up for new opportunities. Don’t shy aware from stuff that has never been done before. Sometimes you will need to take a lead. For instance, I drove my career forward and went to Abu Dhabi to be part of a team that launched a news channel called Sky News Arabia. I learned how to influence decision making and work with different people in different cultures. I then took a step back from the executive table when I returned to New Zealand. However, a senior stakeholder who knew my career helped me transition from the legal sphere to a commercial role where I was able to take bigger strategic decisions. A year later I started to visualize myself leading the company and thinking about how I would do things differently. I needed to round out my career and found opportunities to become versed with investors and financial metrics. I started to have conversations with recruitment firms about CEO roles. They say that getting your first gig as a CEO is the hardest. However, when the opportunity presented itself with Sky NZ, I spoke with the chair of the Board and showed my interest in being considered to lead the company. I had been at the Board table, delivered on some significant projects and was humbled to land the role.’


Sophie concluded: ‘Be the editor-in-chief of your own career. As I came through the ranks, I remember thinking that senior leaders must know how hard I worked and cared. However, unless you have a sponsor taking a specific interest in you, it is essential to own your own career. When moments present themselves, don’t wait to be tapped on the shoulder. At the same time don’t be in a rush. Prepare yourself for the next opportunity. For instance, go for job interviews to practise and refine your skills. Pull together your story and what you want to land. Go have conversations with people in different roles. Be curious about how other people have shaped their careers. There is no set path for getting there.’


Graham Alexander, founder of The Alexander Partnership and one of the originators of executive coaching, gave his advice: ‘The most important thing of all to become CEO is to make sure you really, really, really, really want the role when you stare into the reality of it. You have probably come up a ladder which has conditioned you to think onward and upward is better and that the ultimate prize is to be a CEO. I have encountered leaders who, when they finally reach the door of being a CEO, realize it’s not what they want. Educate yourself on all facets of being a CEO. There are multiple dimensions to the role and it’s vital to understand each aspect of the role, including having responsibility for:




	Setting overall vision and strategy.


	Managing the company capability and operations.


	Developing talent and culture.


	Being accountable to the main stakeholders and shareholders of the business for results.’





Sneh Khemka, former CEO of Simplyhealth, reinforced Graham’s experience of people reaching the CEO door: ‘I never thought about whether I wanted to be a CEO. I had success as my most important metric, which I marked by status, power, influence and finance. Therefore, becoming a CEO appeared to be a natural path for someone driven like myself. However, I believe you need to stop and think about it. It needs to be a conscious decision because sacrifices will be made. I am fortunate to balance my work and life, however it is a constant challenge.’


Sneh went on to say: ‘Once you have taken a conscious decision to become a CEO, revisit your original attributes and learn how to make them better. For instance, you need an education in areas like strategy, compliance, regulation, P&L, communication, operations and commercial. I did an MBA on the job; however, if you need structured learning, make sure that you arm yourself with the tools first as they will be tested. Have critical friends along the way such as executive coaches, mentors, colleagues, Board members and external advisors to help and guide you. It is lonely at the top, therefore you need to go to people with whom you can have the honest conversations which go deep into your soul.’


Another valuable point of view about the pursuit of becoming a CEO came from Francesca Lanza Tans, a highly experienced CEO coach and CEO of The Alexander Partnership: ‘There are five key points to set yourself up for success on the journey to becoming a CEO:




	Be clear on your own sense of purpose. The role of CEO is multifaceted, with numerous demands on your time. It becomes more complicated to make the right trade-offs, so having a strong sense of purpose will define your focus. Taking the time to understand your driving force is the number one requirement to succeed.


	Unlearn some of the behaviours which enabled you to become a CEO in the first place. For instance, letting go of the need to control outcomes, or to be the subject matter expert in the room. As CEO, it’s no longer your job to have all the answers, your job is to set the vision and then inspire those around you to come along on that journey with you.


	Be comfortable making decisions, even when they don’t make some people happy. You are there to do what is right for the organization, not what makes you popular. Have the courage to trust your instinct and do what’s right – a CEO doesn’t need to please everyone all the time.


	Do less and be more. Be a human being, not a human doing. Your ability to influence is not driven by how much you do. It is primarily driven by your presence, the way you engage and show up, the environment you create around you.


	Connect with those who will keep you honest. Being CEO can be lonely, and it can be tempting to surround yourself with yes-men and supporters, but being challenged is just as important. Engage the help of a formidable coach. Invite those who know you best to challenge you and force you out of your own inner narrative.’





Jonathan Mills, CEO, EMEA, Choice Hotels, also had five big ideas for becoming a CEO. In our conversation he shared: ‘You need to set the context around the role of a CEO as the scope varies subject to the type of company. As the CEO for a region within the context of a global publicly listed company, the responsibility of our global CEO covers multiple stakeholder interactions, such as investors and Wall Street, which is very different to a CEO of a new start-up. However, when you distil the role down to its core requirements, I believe they remain the same, irrespective of the scope, based on five core needs:




	The need to be a great leader, which involves providing inspiration, direction and creating a culture where everyone wants to work.


	The need to have a real thirst, inquisitiveness and passion for the business and the customer experience.


	The need to set a vision, strategy and to execute a plan.


	The need to build high-performing teams and to develop talent.


	The need to build and develop organizational capability, including enablers like products, systems and technology.’





Due to our post-Covid world I met most contributors online. However, when I could meet in person it was a welcome respite from the digital world. I was fortunate to see Keith Barr, CEO, IHG, at their InterContinental Hotel London overlooking Hyde Park. Over a cup of tea Keith shared a profound truth about being a CEO: ‘Having high self-awareness is a vital ingredient for being a CEO. If you are self-aware of your strengths and gaps, it helps you build your team. The CEOs that stumble think they are the smartest in the room. You need high drive, but you need to know when to pull back and to keep yourself in check. Recognize there are people out there who are better at things than you and leverage their skills accordingly.’


Keith went on to say: ‘To succeed as a CEO, it’s vital to understand what gives you energy. I have found that what people often miss is having a better understanding of who they are, what gives them energy and what helps them to have a sense of purpose and accomplishment. If you are taking the job of CEO for the title or for the money, it won’t be sustainable in the long run.’


Andy Mitchell, CEO, Tideway, reinforced this point: ‘I hadn’t realized the reality of quite how much I would have to give to the role. It is essential to give all of me, but I have found the emotional impact more draining than I had originally thought. It has been a learning about how much I can give.’ In our conversation Andy reflected on a significant observation: ‘If I could go back and do it again, I would have been more ambitious. Why have a limit? I believe we could have done more as an organization if I had thought bigger, bolder and been prepared to do more radical things.’


In terms of being a CEO I concur with the experience of Phil Bayliss, CEO, Infinium: ‘No one in the world is born to be a CEO. It is a combination of experience, learned skills and behaviour. I developed specific skills by getting on the steepest learning curve I could. I was a hard-working academic and got scholarships for university, but quickly saw that in the workplace I would use approximately 10 per cent of my academic learning. Progress at work was about the application of EQ, a strong work ethic, and gaining the most diverse and challenging job training and experience I could. I covered numerous roles and treated each job as an apprenticeship. I set myself the target to expand into as many different roles and meet as many high-quality people as possible. The leaders that have mentored and challenged me allowed me to grow my skills quickly.’


When I caught up with Sam Barrell, Deputy CEO, The Francis Crick Institute, she gave a rounded view to set the tone: ‘To succeed and thrive as a CEO you need energy, passion and a clear sense of purpose. It’s also really important to care about those around you. You need to understand challenges, not only from your own perspective but also from the viewpoints of your colleagues, so that you can reach consensus or influence appropriately.’


Sam continued: ‘Having a vision, an understanding of the “big picture”, and a strong strategic focus is obviously essential in a CEO role, but you also need to remain close enough to the coal face so that you can delve into and understand the detail when needed. You need to be proactive, imaginative in the face of barriers and challenges, and resilient. It is also important to remain solution focused – sitting on a problem is highly unlikely to resolve it, so find ways to address it. Finally, to be successful you must be able to develop people and create cohesive teams; recruiting well is an essential element of this.’


Wim Dejonghe, Senior Partner, Allen & Overy LLP, shared his specific lens from leading one of the world’s top law firms: ‘I had the opportunity to make many mistakes before taking the top job. You need the opportunity to learn combined with being streetwise. To be eligible for the role you need to have been a successful practitioner (in law) where your peers recognize that she or he knows how to do it. This involves having been seen as an equal peer within the partnership, having built a big practice, and having been visible in the marketplace.’


Wim went on to say: ‘I think the best way to succeed as CEO is to surround yourself with the best people. Allow and encourage others to challenge you. Don’t interfere. Trust people to get on with it. Treat everyone equally. Being a CEO is all about teamwork. I believe that genuine influence develops as a result of your credibility to do a great job, be inclusive and make more of the right decisions than the wrong ones.’







About the Book: Thinking About Becoming a CEO, Accelerating Your Pathway to CEO, Enabling Others to Become CEO


This book is for you if you’re looking at the haloed CEO role and assessing whether it is right for you; wanting to fast track your CEO or leadership journey; or supporting others to becoming CEO from the role of chair, non-executive director, CEO, executive mentor or coach. How to Be a CEO is a crystallization of my experience partnering and coaching CEOs across a variety of sectors, including aviation, banking, construction, fashion, FMCG (fast-moving consumer goods), government, hospitality, insurance, legal, marketing, media, medical, property, retail, technology and transportation. By synthesizing key insights and referencing relevant research, I have created a clear and practical model to use. There are three pivotal stages in the process and across those, seven tangible steps to follow:




Stage 1: Purpose focuses on the foundational phase of being a CEO to understand your own sense of purpose, to clearly define how the company will serve all stakeholders through a compelling vision and robust strategy.


Stage 2: People recognizes that the quality of talent will determine the quality of the business and challenges you to genuinely put people first.


Stage 3: Performance is a call to deliver results today, alongside the ultimate goal of a CEO which is to build a sustainable organization for the future.





Figure 0.1 shows a high-level overview of the 3P framework to be a CEO.


[image: Pyramid illustrating the 3P framework. Stage 1 Purpose at the bottom is the foundational element and requires thinking and planning. Stage 2 People is in the middle and enables connections and influencing. Stage 3 Performance is at the top of the pyramid and activates delivery and growth.]


Figure 0.1 Overview of the 3P framework




Stage 1 – Purpose




	
Be skilled to be yourself places self-awareness centre stage for being a CEO. As Socrates said, ‘To know thyself is the beginning of wisdom.’ There are three provocations to improve your skills:



	
Purpose matters invites you to understand your sense of personal purpose. In the absence of having a clear ‘why’, you are at risk of following others’ agendas or being distracted by external factors which take you away from your ‘True North’. In the words of Stephen McCall, CEO, edyn, ‘It is essential to know when to be your own person as you’ll always have someone telling you what to do.’ Being anchored in your big ‘why’ enables you to make an authentic linkage with the organizational purpose, or to help redefine it, providing energy, meaning and impact for all stakeholders.


	
Take a stand challenges you to be clear and deliberate about living your core values and to evidence them in consistent ways. People want to understand your ‘CEO brand’. Bringing it to life through your values is the simplest and strongest way to help others decide if they resonate with who you are and want to follow. The quality of your leadership is determined by the quality of your followership. It will not be possible to be an effective CEO if you don’t have people helping you to deliver on your promise.


	
Play to strengths enables you to maximize your impact for the company. There is no such thing as the ‘perfect CEO’. I like the straight-talking approach of Andy Mitchell, CEO, Tideway: ‘Yes, it’s tough at the top, but don’t whinge about it. The truth is that you get paid to give everything you can. Be open with your innermost self. Earning a lot of money means you need to do everything to justify it. You have to recognize that the difficult stuff in the role impacts your heart and soul. You need to be as giving and committed as you can in the waking hours you have.’ Playing to your strengths means focusing on activities that energize and stretch you to be at the top of your game.






	
Be inspired to inspire others recognizes that the lifeblood of a CEO is inspiration. It is the number one characteristic that employees look for in a CEO:



	
Clear vision requires the clarification of a compelling future picture for the organization. From an individual perspective, this enables you to decide how to spend your time by using a simple criterion that unless an activity is moving you in the direction of the vision, don’t do it. Helping the company clarify the vision sets the organizational context for prioritization and decision making.


	
Big strategy highlights the critical need for CEOs to create and deliver the roadmap for organizational success. Research shows that CEOs who make the right bold moves early in their tenure drive economic profit. However, in an ongoing turbulent environment, using a potent mix of data and facts to clarify your big bets takes a high dose of judgement and courage.


	
Energize the organization encourages CEOs to step out of their comfort zone and engage the hearts and minds of stakeholders by linking ideas and information with energy and emotion through telling compelling stories. A CEO needs to understand that they set the climate and creating a great place to work unlocks the energy of those serving the company.






	
Be equipped to succeed suggests that no matter how self-aware and inspiring you are, to lead it is essential to be rigorous about setting up the organization for sustainable success:



	
Preparation is everything demands you to be thoughtful about every step you take to becoming a CEO, ensuring a seamless transition into role, setting the right tone in the precious first 90 days in role, and ring-fencing critical preparation time as you move forward to prioritize, delegate and protect your own time.


	
Build capability demonstrates the vital need to develop the right organizational machine to deliver the plan, including data, technology, procurement, process and systems. You will not be an expert in all these areas; however, you will need to bring intense curiosity to ask the right questions, seek to understand the right solutions and make the necessary investments to protect and grow the business.


	
Unlock potential illustrates one of the most important jobs a CEO has, which is to remove interference to drive performance. CEOs have to navigate multiple blockers. From an internal perspective this can include factors like unclear priorities and plans, silo ways of working, broken systems and technology, turnover, lack of productivity or limited innovation. External factors can be political instability, market conditions, recession or global pandemics. You will need to set up the right conditions for the organization to respond in agile and effective ways.
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