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			Introduction

			The job of CEO is almost impossible to define. It is the most powerful and influential position in any organisation, yet very little literature exists that attempts to provide a formula for doing the job, never mind doing it well. In many respects, that is to be expected. Every organisation is different, and every leader is different, and what works for one person in one context, may not work for another elsewhere. The role, and the reasons why people succeed or fail at it, remains, to a certain extent, an enigma.

			It would seem to some that succeeding in the CEO role is as much about luck as it is about skill or judgment. There’s certainly a degree of luck involved, but in reality much depends on a leader’s ability to focus relentlessly on the right things (‘the business they are in’ and the areas where they have influence), on their contextual wisdom in response to the environment in which they find themselves, and their ability to accrue, mobilise and unleash resource (be it their people or investment) in line with that conceived wisdom. Success also undoubtedly depends on a CEO’s ability to do all of the above, whilst providing ethical, values-based leadership.

			What is possible is an attempt to provide some principles for those embarking on the CEO role. This book is intended to be like a clear night sky, guiding a CEO (or aspirant CEO) with reference to a series of major stars and constellations, rather than doing the impossible task of providing a detailed map for navigating the distinct mountains, forests and streams of a specific environment. This book will reflect on the mindsets, the nature of the relationships, and the approaches of those at the top of thriving organisations. 

			A CEO’s work is rarely done, and as different contexts and circumstances provide unique challenges and approaches, so too do different moments in time. The role can evolve, and what applies to a new CEO or a CEO of a struggling organisation may not apply to the established CEO whose organisation is currently at the top of its game. As we shall see, even an established and, thus far, successful CEO can face potential pitfalls.

			This book is written with a new breed of CEO in mind. In England, over a period of just six or seven years, we have seen the role of academy trust CEO proliferate as groups of schools working in collaboration have formalised their relationships and become ‘trusts’ – working under a single trust board and operating within the same legal entity. These organisations have developed shared senior leadership through their accounting officer (the CEO) and their central functions, bringing a whole new dimension to how schools and their closely related support functions – including school improvement services – are run. Some, mainly headteachers, have either stepped up to become CEO of these groups or, in some cases, taken a half-step to the role of ‘Executive Headteacher’. This book is not about Executive Headteachers, as it is unlikely that this role will remain the one synonymous with the accounting officer role as these trusts grow in size and scale. It is impossible for someone to play a ‘headteacher’ role – executive or otherwise – across more than four or five schools, and it is certainly impossible at this level for them to balance the role of corporate leader with lead practitioner. 

			The transition from Executive headteacher (lead practitioner) to CEO (corporate leader) is far more challenging and perilous than some anticipated. It has been demonstrated time and again that being an accomplished headteacher or even Executive Headteacher is no guarantee of becoming a great CEO. There is a huge transition to be made. The leader must again become chief learner rather than the chief expert. Some have flourished as CEOs, whilst others, mainly through their inability to reinvent themselves as chief learners, have ended up a case study in how not to do it. 

			So where do we begin? This book will consider at its centre Forum Strategy’s six dimensions of the CEO role, reflecting on examples from within and beyond the academy trust world. It will reference the policy environment trusts are operating in (the ‘weather’ as I like to call it). It will also consider examples of those CEOs who have made grave mistakes and those who have turned around generational failures within their organisations; and, it will also reflect upon the societal and economic challenges that will define the tenures of so many of this generation of CEOs. 

			In addition, it will draw on my conversations with many dozens of CEOs through our nationwide CEO leadership development networks, and apply my own experience of taking a start-up organisation to one with national reach as one of the academy trust sector’s leading ‘voices’. 

			Most of all, this is a book intended to help CEOs navigate their own path, based on their own values and the context they face, in the best interests of those they serve. After all, that is the ultimate role of all leaders.
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			Chapter 1: The four foundations of the CEO role

			‘What we realised is that the more we’re true to ourselves, the better we are.’

			 – Jorgen Vig Knudstorp, CEO of Lego

			 

		  What is the job of the Chief Executive Officer (CEO)? In its most functionary sense the CEO is the ultimate accountable officer of the organisation, the one who is the chief decision maker, the prominent puller of the levers of power and money. The CEO bestows the most senior positions, and is the one who can take them away; the person whose calls are always answered, by senior staff and by suppliers alike. The one who can divert resources and – to a degree – change strategy in an instant if they so wish. 

			Yet the CEO is not some omnipotent power. Indeed, any CEO who believes that their title or the resources and money that they can direct will guarantee success is misguided. This is certainly the case in 2019. In an era of sheer complexity, where the influence of technology is all pervading and where money (at least in the public sphere) is tight, the CEO must understand that power is more distributed and more unpredictable than ever before. In the knowledge economy, the saying ‘knowledge is power’ has never been more apt. CEOs must recognise that both the knowledge and the capacity to achieve change, improvement, and innovation is distributed at all levels within, and beyond, their organisations. It does not all – by a long shot – exist only within the CEO’s office.

		   

			The CEO as farmer

			The analogy of the farmer helps to better understand the role of the CEO. Like a farmer, the CEO does not choose the weather (either the policy environment or the economic context within which they operate) and they do not get to choose the quality of the soil (an organisation is limited – at least in the short to medium term – by the resources and capital at its disposal). The CEO must nurture that soil, feeding it, nourishing it, and cultivating it over time. 

			The farmer is also dependent on the market – the people who will buy the produce that they harvest each year, and whose appetites and tastes may fluctuate or wane. The CEO can rarely influence the fundamental needs and expectations of their end-users, they can only respond to them. 

			Ultimately, the farmer also cannot absolutely guarantee the successful development of the hundreds of thousands of seeds (the process of organisational growth and the quality of its output). However, what they can do is respond to a combination of factors (and more) through careful planning, relationship building, investment and a good dose of luck. 

			A CEO is – in essence – a farmer whose life, work and fate is influenced by the conditions. Responding to those conditions takes time and wisdom. When we look at it this way, the question ‘what is the job of CEO?’ becomes almost meaningless. Instead, it encourages us to ask not ‘what is the role?’ but ‘where does the role have most influence and how can this be brought to bear to increase the chances of success to the highest possible degree?’ The environment the CEO operates within determines much of that.

			A CEO, like a generational farmer, is also subject to the limitations of guiding hands. The generational farmer is the custodian on behalf of a long generational line – for them, an invisible but ever-present force and source of accountability. This is instilled in the young farmer from an early age, and so it should be with the CEO from the outset of their tenure. The CEO is custodian on behalf of their governing board and all that it represents – the community, the ethos, the mission and values that define the organisation. To veer too far from these guiding hands (invisible or otherwise) would, in both cases, be unthinkable. Much like a farmer derives both support and accountability from a long-standing sense of responsibility and custodianship that transcends the generations, the CEO does so from a strong and ethical governing board of directors, trustees or partners. 

			So, it is within these limitations and ever-changing dynamics that a CEO must recognise and exert their power and influence with the most positive effect. The farmer, reading the weather, nurturing the soil, responding to the demands of the market, and understanding and respecting the limitations of their custodianship. 

			To respond to the environment, the CEO requires a firm base from which to lead and it is upon these four foundations that a CEO must embark and pursue the strategies that will define their tenure. 

			My four foundations of the CEO role are loosely based on a seminal article by A. G. Lafley, the former CEO of Procter and Gamble, which appeared in Harvard Business Review ten years ago.1 Lafley, who has been described as one of the most lauded CEOs in history and credited for revitalising Procter and Gamble in the early 2000s, defined the platform of the CEO role as follows: 

			
					Defining and interpreting the context and how the organisation should respond.

					Answering time and again the two-part question, ‘what business are we in and what business are we not in?’

					Balancing sufficient yield (or focus/results) in the present with necessary investment in the future.

					Shaping the values and standards of the organisation.

			

			I have reflected on these as forming the basis of the four foundations for the CEO role, the firm footing as it were, upon which the CEO can proceed to shape both their leadership narrative and their strategy in order to take the organisation forward.

			The following are the four foundations of the CEO role as I have defined them, based on this and other sources of research and thought leadership:

			
					
Clarity of mission (or ‘why’): knowing what business we are in.

					
Contextual wisdom: developing a deep connection with, and understanding of, the context and those you serve.

					
A legacy mindset: not letting ‘short-term’ goals determine the long game.

					
Ethics and standards: that which you wish to model so that others become.These foundations form the vision and values of the organisation at a given time. It is essential that they be firmly in place if the CEO is to proceed successfully in the role of translating vision into a leadership narrative and subsequent organisational strategy. On which note, I would also add a fifth, the ‘gateway’ foundation, which is the central tenet of this book, essentially.



					
Understanding what the role of CEO is and what it is not: the six dimensions of the role itself. 

			

			By considering foundations one, two and three together, we essentially create the vision for the organisation. As we will see later, unless the CEO is also the owner of the business (which is the case in some family businesses but not in public or charitable organisations), they do not set the vision. It is up to the board to establish the vision based on a clear discussion between themselves, key stakeholders – including staff and partners, and end-users; and, with reference to the CEO. The CEO’s role in all of this is important in ensuring that crucial interplay is made between the context – ‘the meaningful outside’ (something they have so often unique organisational perspective of) and the mission – ‘the business we are in’.  
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		  However, the board, quite rightly, plays the most influential role in ensuring the four foundations are in place. The CEO must check that they are in place, and, if necessary, nudge their board towards cementing them. If the foundations do not exist, the aspirant or new CEO should consider walking away – as some do!

			Let’s take ‘the business we are in’ first of all.

			 

			Foundation one: Clarity and knowing ‘what business you are in’

			Lafley describes this as ‘knowing what business you are in and knowing what business you are not in.’ My view is that this is essentially the mission of the organisation. It is impossible for the board and the CEO to make sense of the dynamics within which their organisation operates and how they must respond to them if there is not a strong sense of the organisational mission to begin with. 

			Many readers will be familiar with Simon Sinek’s work and the importance of having an organisational ‘why’. The importance of having clarity about the business you are in – or as Sinek says, ‘what gets you out of bed in the morning’, is essential. 

			Indeed, having a clear focus as to what your organisation is seeking to achieve, and its overarching purpose is crucial in an increasingly complex world. The board and CEO must be rooted in this in order for them to make sense of the context they are operating in and how they should interact with it and influence it in order to work towards the desired outcome over time. However, it is possible for the organisation’s sense of the business it is in to be either too narrow or specific or, indeed, too malleable. 

			Let’s consider a ‘why’ or sense of mission that is too undefined or malleable. Business literature is littered with examples of organisations that diversified so much – losing sight of their ‘why’ – that they drifted by overreacting to the latest ‘fads’. They lost all focus on the motivations and beliefs that attracted people to lead, work for them, and use or buy their services in the first place. Having too little sense of ‘the business we are in’ can soon see the organisation descend into being everything to everyone, yet nothing to anyone. 

			At the same time, a very narrow or too specific ‘why’ can stifle the ability to innovate or observe closely related trends. Such organisations’ visions, as a result, do not sufficiently change or adapt with the times. ‘The business we are in’ must be allowed to ‘interplay’ with the context to a degree so that the organisation remains relevant and successful in a world of ever-changing forces and dynamics. 

			It is this careful ‘interplay’ between ‘the business we are in’ and contextual wisdom (together with the legacy mindset) that forges the organisation’s vision. This, especially in today’s fast-paced and ever evolving world, must be revisited regularly. The direction of the ship is generally pointed to the same destination, but the course must change from time to time in order to ride the currents and overcome the storms ahead.

			This is something that is already evident in some multi-academy trusts. Being clear on what is meant by the destination, the ‘why’, is essential. Take the multi-academy trusts that is so focused on ‘scores on the doors’ of test results and Ofsted grades (the key but very narrow focus of government targets). They miss the impact of the health and wellbeing of students on their ability to learn, and the preparedness of their pupils for a rapidly evolving jobs market. 

			The question of ‘what business we are in’ is one that needs careful thought and reflection. In this example, one could ask ‘is it about getting pupils good test results?’ (a very narrow focus, but one some academy trusts pursue above all else). Or ‘is it about preparing pupils to live happy and successful lives? (a broader focus, which still needs careful thought as to how far an academy trust can have influence as it risks a diversification of focus that can exhaust an organisation). Being absolutely clear about ‘what business we are in’ defines the vision, and therefore the CEO’s outlook, relationships, focus, decisions, and time. It is a key question that must be asked and agreed, with the board and others, before the CEO can go out into the world and perform that important interplay between the organisation and the dynamics that define its context and – ultimately – its work. Without being rooted, a CEO has no compass for navigating the role.

			 

			The ‘business we are in’ remaining too rigid: Blockbuster 

			The rapid rise of online film streaming services offered by the likes of LoveFilm, Amazon and Netflix made Blockbuster’s video and DVD business model practically obsolete. The organisation was very much focused on ‘the business it was in’ – a high street home video rental service – right until the end. 

			What its board failed to do in setting the vision in the years leading up to 2013 was to create sufficient interplay with the second foundation, contextual wisdom. It failed to identify or respond to the changing expectations and behaviours of its customers. The emphasis that shifted towards ease of access (first through to delivery and then online streaming) and variety of choice. The vision was stagnant and provided no basis for creating a strategy that would succeed. The business model needed radical change, but Blockbuster failed to adapt its almost too strong, too well defined sense of the business it was in, in a way that kept up with the emerging and unavoidable contextual wisdom. The business collapsed as a result.

			 

			Losing sight of ‘the business we are in’: Lego

			An example of a company that lost focus on ‘the business it was in’ was Lego. In 2003 Lego was on its knees. The organisation faced the biggest loses in its history – £217 million. The company seemed destined for bankruptcy. 

			The new CEO, Jørgen Vig Knudstorp, set out about engaging with and listening to the company’s customers and staff. What he found was a company that had lost focus on the things that mattered to them: the business they considered themselves to be in. This was, above all else: the opportunity a toy gives a child to learn how to think systematically and creatively, whilst being easy to put together and hard to pull apart. 

			Instead of refining and adapting this core product and experience in a changing market, he found that the company had tried to diversify and take on new product-lines in a knee jerk response to developments such as the emergence of the video games market that grew in the ‘90s. It had become almost too focused on reading the context (foundation two) – but had failed to root this in the company’s bread and butter – the reason people got out of bed in the morning to work for or buy Lego! ‘What we realised is that the more we’re true to ourselves, the better we are’, says Knudstorp2, quoting T. S. Eliot’s ‘Little Gidding’: ‘The end of all our exploring will be to arrive where we started and know the place for the first time.’ The company had placed too much onus on responding to the contextual outside that it lost sight of ‘the business we are in’; its sense of mission.

			In response, Knudstorp sold off all parts of the business that weren’t absolutely integral to the core product, including properties in the United States, South Korea and Australia, its theme parks and its video games development division (this work is now handled under licence by outside partners). He also laid down expectations for a shorter turn-around of product development, and in order to show the company was still responding to trends and interests of its clients it developed product tie-ins with major brands, such as the highly successful ‘Star Wars’ line. The vision to ensure the core product remained a fascinating toy enjoyed by children was then translated into the company launching a performance-related pay scheme for the first time.

			Fast forward four years and the company had returned to (significant) profit and in Britain, achieving 51% growth.

			 

			Achieving the crucial interplay between the mission and the contextual wisdom

			For a new business or organisation, particularly one set up by someone with an entrepreneurial mindset, staying true to ‘the business we are in’ is a challenge when you need to generate income and establish yourself. In my first few years running my own business, Forum Strategy, there have been times when our organisation has been asked to diversify into work that, whilst attractive from a revenue point of view, didn’t fit in with what I perceived to be our reason for being – supporting organisations (predominantly multi-academy trusts) to be innovative and creative in response to the challenges and opportunities they faced. 

			I remember once being asked to take on a marketing campaign for an organisation involved in the teacher supply agency sector. The contextual outside was placing a big emphasis on supply, because record numbers of teachers were leaving the profession, and supply agencies were proliferating. The contextual wisdom, on the face of it, was to do more work in this ‘growth area’ of teacher supply. However, my reference to the company’s mission quickly made me stop in my tracks.

			My view then, and now, is that a far more sustainable approach to covering staff absence is for schools to work together to create a small oversupply of permanently employed staff. These staff can then be deployed to work in a particular school when a member of staff is unwell or needs to take absence for other reasons. I felt this was a very innovative and important element of school-to-school partnerships, not least because the quality of teachers and support staff is so important. 

			It was clear to me that using teachers who were part of the organisation and had benefited from its training and performance management was a far better solution than a ‘hired hand’ for the day. Also, at a time of financial challenge and hardship in the education sector, I felt the costs of supply agencies were far too high in many cases. To take on the marketing services for a teacher supply agency would have been inconsistent with the business we were in, wouldn’t have contributed to it either directly or indirectly, and therefore, despite the attractiveness of the retainer, was a ‘no go’. My organisation’s credibility and therefore its ability to provide good advice on the sustainable development of school partnerships would have been compromised. The contextual wisdom had to interplay with my company’s sense of mission in order for me to understand how we would engage with the world of teacher supply – and it wasn’t on the terms that were presented to me.

			This is something every organisation goes through. Academy trusts are regularly asked to bid for grants – often by government – to deliver major initiatives that are of interest to the latest minister or mandarin. All too often, particularly in an era of tighter budgets, we see trusts bidding for money (which is attractive) with little reference to whether – given the commitment involved – this is right for the organisation. Taking on these initiatives may be financially attractive, but it inevitably takes focus, time and energy away from other things that may matter much more. A trust should be sure that the strategy is grounded in its why, the first foundation, and not an immediate response to a change in contextual weather – the policy agenda and the need for resources. 

			In Simon Sinek’s work, the golden circle, he places the ‘why’ – the reason people get up in the morning to serve and work for an organisation – as central to its success in creating change and being a leader in its field. The CEO must come to the role fully subscribed to the board’s mission or ‘why’ (or as I refer to it, ‘the business we are in’), as this, together with how it relates to the context an organisation finds itself in, are the foundations of the vision they must deliver. The board is the guardian of the ‘why’ and the broader vision, and the CEO must understand that – as we will see in Chapter 3.

			 

			Foundation two: Contextual wisdom and knowing your meaningful outside

			It is then from this point of clarity about the task ahead of them, and the environment around them, that a CEO can begin their journey to success. As the management guru Peter Drucker once said: ‘on these two decisions what is our outside?’ and ‘what is our business?’ – [rest] all the other work and all the other decisions inherent to being a CEO.’ I would add foundations three and four – the foundation of a legacy mindset and the foundation of ethics and standards. But onto those shortly! 

			Unlike foundation one, ‘the business we are in’, this second foundation is the one that the CEO of a public organisation with a board can – and, indeed, should – play a key, but not a central or domineering, role in determining. 

			The board must draw on a wide-range of stakeholder perspectives, on research and trend analysis, and on horizon scanning, in order to apply contextual wisdom to its ‘why’ and therefore shape its vision for the time and context in which it finds itself. 

			But the CEO should be engaged as a key facilitator for the process of applying contextual wisdom because, as Lafley tells us, the CEO has a unique perspective on the organisation (seeing it all from above). They also – in most cases – have a day-to-day engrained knowledge of the sector and context within which they are operating.

			I cover contextual wisdom in Chapter 3 where I look at the work the CEO must do to translate the vision into a compelling leadership narrative. However, as I say there, it is key for any CEO to be able to contribute to this foundation of the vision and have confidence that the board are involving them and listening to them on a regular basis. As the organisation progresses, the CEO must be continuously engaged in generating contextual wisdom in order to contribute to feeding their leadership narrative and developing strategy – but there will also be times where the contextual wisdom changes fundamentally. It is at this point that a CEO will need to engage their board and to ensure that the foundation is steadied and that the vision is revisited and carefully reviewed. Indeed, a CEO that does not identify and manage their role in this part of the process – given the pace of change many organisations are currently having to respond to – can quickly find themselves out of a job. Research by the Boston Consulting Group in 2018 said:

			‘During the past year, many global companies, for example China Petroleum and Coca-Cola, have named new CEOs. In many cases, this was because shareholders or the board felt that the previous leaders did not understand the massive disruptions facing their industries. These are not isolated events. Churn within many industries, due to incessant technological change, now means that leaders are being overtaken by their competitors at an unprecedented pace.’3

			 

			Key questions relating to foundations one and two

			Are you absolutely clear on what business you are in (and what business you are not in)? This may seem an obvious question, but it has tripped many CEOs up – either because the board is not clear enough about what this is, or, the board has not engaged in the necessary dialogue with the CEO about the core sense of mission or ‘why’ at the heart of the organisation. 

			A CEO must ask if the board has clarified it, and, if they have, whether this is the business they themselves wish to be in! One thing a board must consider (as must a CEO who delivers on their behalf) is: 

			Is the focus too specific, potentially stifling your ability to innovate and shape the conditions for success? 

			Or, is it too wide and malleable, leading to undisciplined leadership and superficial attempts to develop new services and provision that may seem attractive or ‘sexy’, but are unrelated to ‘the business you are in’? 

			Generating contextual wisdom. What is our outside? This question must be taken together with the previous one. What are the significant demographic, social, economic and political factors that will need to be reflected in turning the ‘why’ into a vision? 

			The CEO and the board must be on the same page – where they are not, the relationship rarely lasts for long, not least because the outcome of this question forms the basis of the CEO’s ‘leadership narrative’. A CEO must, as we shall see, live and breathe the ‘leadership narrative’.
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			When the board’s view is different to the CEOs

			In November 2018 it was reported that Ian Thomas, the CEO of Lewisham London Borough Council, had resigned after only seven months in the job. Thomas has impressively turned around inherent failures as Director of Children’s Services for Rotherham Council. Only a short time after taking up post in Lewisham, the council’s electoral make-up changed in an instant following an election, bringing a whole new agenda. 

			A spokesman for the council said that it had been decided to take a new direction and ‘following a constructive dialogue with Ian’ he had agreed to step aside from his role at the end of this year. Clearly the interpretation of the context (foundation two) had changed – new politicians entered with a different view of the world, and the subsequent interplay with the ‘business we are in’ changed the vision. The CEO’s leadership narrative therefore had to change too. This, it seems, was enough for someone who had shown enormous leadership skills on his way to the CEO role to resign from the job only seven months in.
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			Foundation three: A legacy mindset

			In identifying the vision and platform for the organisation’s development, the CEO must have reference to the ‘organisational mindset’. Is this an organisation where strategic leadership for the ‘long game’ is encouraged, or is it one that all too easily responds and reacts to the world around it? That can often depend on where the organisation is – is it responding to failure and in need of urgent improvement, or does it have a strong track record of success and needs to simply evolve and maintain its performance? However, even an organisation that is struggling and needs to improve rapidly cannot rebuild itself on sand. Long-term planning and a focus on sustainability is essential, not least in terms of the CEO’s ability to focus on strategies that will reap rewards in the medium- to long-term. 

			As Lafley says, a successful CEO finds a balance between sufficient yield in the present and investment in the future. And be under no doubt, a CEO that achieves legacy is rarely an interim manager of one, two or maybe three years. A successful CEO is there for the long haul, with a mindset to plant and tend to their acorns so that they may cultivate a flourishing orchard. Research published by headhunters Korn Ferry in 2017 showed that whereas in the past, CEOs would have tenures close to the average, they now see more extremes for both shorter and longer tenures. There is a similar trend in academy trusts. No board wants a CEO who does not have the perseverance and strategic timeframe to move the organisation forward; improvement and transformation takes time to plan, execute and embed. Neither does a good CEO want to work with a board that has a short-term mindset and wants to implement ‘quick fixes’ without sustainability.

			As the 2017 Korn Ferry report stated:

			‘Organizations must identify new CEOs who not only hit the ground running, but who also have the endurance to implement their plans. Boards of directors know tenure can be critical to the success of CEOs and organizations […]. No company wants a CEO to flame out in the first few years. That disrupts and tarnishes the company—and it’s expensive.’4

			 

			CEOs: Short-haul or long-haul executives?

			There is no doubt that an organisation needs its CEO to be there for the long haul. But what happens when things don’t go so well?

			Organisations such as Uber, Reddit and Twitter have all at one time or another seen CEOs leave after just six months (in some cases, even less time). When it is so soon, it often comes down to a ‘misalignment’ of values or fundamental misunderstanding between the CEO and board. This is often the case where they are simply being asked by their boards to pursue an agenda that they either don’t agree with or don’t feel cut out for. This is why conversations around foundations one and two are so important from the outset. CEOs and boards must not only discuss the terms and conditions of the CEO job, but also what success for the short and long-term looks like, what the organisation’s interpretation of the ‘contextual wisdom’ is, and what the parameters of the organisation’s agenda are in response. As the former CEO of Trent Academies Group, Phil Crompton, says: ‘if you don’t think you can work with the chair then for heaven’s sake don’t take the job. It will torture you both – and the organisation.’

			Decisions to part ways beyond six months, but within a few years, are almost always down to underperformance on the part of the CEO or, indeed, exceptional performance by the CEO, which sees them being offered a better deal somewhere else. The former can be disappointing for both sides, and again depends on good relationships and a sound performance management process in order to be avoided or at least managed in the best interests of the organisation. The latter is always a risk, and it is why boards and CEOs must at all costs avoid embarking on a partnership that both sides are not wholly committed to and motivated to fulfil. A concept that is beginning to generate some interest is that where the CEO’s first five years of salary are skewed – to a reasonable extent – towards the end of that period, making commitment and retention that bit more likely. Something for boards to ponder!

			 

			Football manager syndrome

			CEOs can all too easily experience football manager syndrome. This is brought about when a board has short-term goals, with little time or tolerance for a diligent approach to put in place the foundations for long-term success. In any organisation, whether a football club, a schools’ trust, or a public company, there will always be pressure for short-term results, and this pressure is often justified. Children get one shot, shareholders need to see returns, and demotion into another league can spell financial collapse. 

			However, this must be balanced. Success takes time to build. If we take two of the greatest sporting leaders of recent times, Sir Alex Ferguson (Manchester United in football) and Jean Todt (Scuderia Ferrari in grand prix racing), both took over five years to build their teams and shape a culture of success that lasted for well over a decade. Failure, or at least lack of success, was part of the course in those initial five years, with both bosses regularly seeing calls for their heads within the media and amongst fans. In both cases, their board resisted.

			At the end of the 1989 football season, after finishing the season just above the relegation zone, Ferguson’s time appeared to be up. At the final game the fans presented him with a banner that read ‘Three years of excuses and it’s still crap ... ta-ra Fergie’. Meanwhile Todt was under immense pressure, despite the millions provided by parent company FIAT and the signing of Michael Schumacher, the most talented and expensive driver in the world at the time. The team had failed to win either the drivers’ or constructors’ championship for five years following Todt’s appointment. Failures of the car were often par of the course. 

			Yet, in both cases, the board held their nerve, giving the leaders the time, space and resources to build the foundations of success. Ferguson set about building a dream team of top-flight players whilst also redesigning the club’s approach to scouting; all the while his board kept faith. As then Chairman Martin Edwards recalls: ‘We never lost faith because we knew what Alex was trying to do at ground level […]. We were patient, and just believing that we had got the right man but hoping like hell he was going to prove it to us.’5

			The goals were long-term and the short-term gains were incremental at best. In time both Ferguson and Todt would be recognised as the greatest managers in their respective sports, with both achieving unprecedented and sustained success that had rarely been witnessed before. Building the team and culture takes time – particularly if the organisation is at a low ebb; and the CEO must have assurances from their board that they will be given the time to do so. That is not to say incremental gains needn’t be made, they must. Both Todt and Ferguson demonstrated some quick wins, and the board must be assured that the organisation is going in the right direction, but there is an important lesson here: sustained successes and legacies take time to build. 

			The CEO can help to ensure the long-term mindset and bolster the confidence of the board by developing a five-year strategic business plan or corporate plan. This is best developed after at least three months in the role, and will help to provide a chartered course towards longer term sustained improvement and success. It may carefully reflect some of the six dimensions in this book, outlining strategies that carefully respond to the organisation’s unique position and context. It will outline the vision, the range of strategies being put in place, a timeline in terms of the expected progress of those strategies, and some key objectives along the way. It is, essentially, the CEO’s road map.

			A business plan should, of course, evolve and change in response to changes in contextual wisdom and key developments within the organisation. It will be reviewed regularly and both executive and board should be open-minded to its on-going refinement. Ultimately, a CEO can use the dialogue and subsequent focus that a good corporate plan provides to ensure all stakeholders – not least the board – are not only fully engaged with and confident about the CEO’s strategic approach, but also have a realistic view as to the timeframe for embedding strategies and securing sustainable progress. I cover the board and CEO’s relationship around strategy further in Chapter 4.

			 

			Foundation four: Ethics and values

			Finally, Lafley also wrote about the CEO’s role in shaping the values and standards of the organisation. It must be remembered that the CEO’s behaviour, the way in which they manage their key relationships internally and externally, how they use the resources at their disposal, and how they place an onus on long-term success and reputation in contrast to short-term quick wins, sets the tone for the rest of the organisation. 

			CEOs can easily compromise investment in key relationships and long-term strategy in order to ‘handle’ the pressures of the moment, and it is the values and standards they demonstrate that will define those experienced at every level of the organisation, as we will see in Chapter 5. Is this an organisation that places an onus on short cuts for short-term gain (ethical or not, legal or not), or an organisation that does the right thing in the short-term for long-term success? 

			Again, so much of this depends on the CEOs relationship with the board, and it is why any new CEO must choose their board as well as the board choosing them. Is the board focused on the short-term, or will the CEO have the support, backing, and targets that will enable them to balance the inevitable expectation of some ‘quick-wins’ and early progress with a focus on the long-term sustainability and success of the organisation? Indeed, the CEO should also consider whether they are aligned with the board in terms of values and ethics. Does the board demonstrate ethical leadership, ‘living out’ the right behaviours, or is it dominated by, say, conflicts of interests or obsessed by putting on ‘a good face’ for the outside world to achieve unsustainable growth? The CEO must be confident they have the board they and the organisation deserves. If there are fundamental misgivings, the CEO should move on.

			Of course, ethical leadership begins with ourselves, knowing what we stand for and what we expect from others – including the board we intend to be accountable to. All CEOs, however, will be presented with decisions and choices at almost every turn that will require us to refer back to our ethics and values. 

			Marc Le Menestral suggests some quick tests to help us check whether we are possibly stepping over ‘the line’:6

			
					The Sleeping Test: If I do this can I sleep at night?

					The Newspaper Test: Would I still do this if it was published in a newspaper?

					The Mirror Test: If I do this can I feel comfortable looking at myself in the mirror?

					The Teenager Test: Would I mind my children knowing about this?  

			

			Ethics and values are not something that we write down and then leave behind while we’re busy leading. The must be an integral part of our leadership and our leadership narrative. A good CEO will be ready to take the test above – almost every day – to ensure that they are living out and modelling such a key foundation of leadership.7

			The link between the foundations of ethical leadership and the ‘legacy mindset’

			Some new CEOs have tripped up quite badly. This can be because stepping up to the role brings a pressure to demonstrate proficiency quickly. There is a temptation to cut corners, whether that means ‘cooking the books or results’ to impress investors or regulators, or to establish themselves amongst their peers by indulging in the perceived ‘trappings of the job’.

			Instead a new CEO must give themselves – and receive from their board – the time to establish themselves based on values, sustainable results and through a strategic outlook of what success can mean.

			In the academy trust sector, we have seen a small minority of CEOs be accused of unethical behaviour, such as awarding themselves and companies they are involved with lucrative contracts on the side, or, in one case, allegations of using public funds to renovate a part-time holiday home! This is the most extreme and reprehensible behaviour, but it is almost always based on a need to prove oneself and one’s status to others. It most often boils down to a lack of confidence, and, in the odd case, sheer greed. Whilst this behaviour reflects only a minority, the issue of lacking confidence and the temptation of focusing on short-term gain to prove oneself is something every CEO should be mindful of. It can come back to bite, and it can define the organisation’s approach and mindset very quickly.

			Lafley considers a long-term outlook to be harder for those who are newer to the role, and either lack the experience or confidence to focus on long-term strategic planning and objectives. He says ‘first time CEOs rarely have much experience with weighing the balance toward a long-term future […]. Typically they’ve been accountable for results only a few months ahead […]. Their instincts for investing for long-term have not been honed. Those instincts often arise from on-the-job training’.8 A new CEO must be ready to have a discussion with their board about this and, through accessing mentoring from more experienced CEOs and by drawing on examples in leadership development literature, to develop the instincts and confidence for a longer-term view. This is essential to securing foundation three.

			Taking a short-term view, to deliver results quickly, can lead to some real pressures that can quickly lead the CEO down a tricky path if they are not careful.

			 

			How does this relate to academy trusts?

			The balance between short-term wins and long-term legacy building is a major challenge for academy trust CEOs and heads. Academy trust CEOs operate within a culture whereby annual results and expectations play a key part in how they are judged by government, and therefore by their boards. This can skew focus and investment on the short-term, but can also hamper a leader’s ability to look ahead and consider how can more contextual issues, such as sustainable development of the organisation and curriculum reform that serves children for a changing economic and social landscape – can be addressed over the longer term. I am always astounded by how great an emphasis multi-academy trust (MAT) boards place on short-term indicators in CEO performance management process – often reverting back to the annual ‘scores on the doors’ as the overriding way of measuring success. It is the most forward thinking of boards that consider performance to have a broader interpretation – an interpretation that puts the longer-term needs of their end users, the pupils, and the organisation at the heart of the process.

			Again, this shows how the legacy mindset depends fundamentally on clarity between board and CEO, particularly around foundations one and two: ‘what business are we in?’ and ‘how do we engage with outside for contextual wisdom?’ Some CEOs and trust boards may consider the scores on the doors as being the business they are in. That is a matter for the organisation, but it could be argued that it lacks enough scope for consideration of the contextual wisdom and the challenges and opportunities that this generation of children and young people currently face, and will face in the years ahead. 

			To go back to the analogy of the farmer, increasing numbers of MATs recognise the need to balance the short-term need for results and to succeed against government indicators (the weather), with a need to nurture the soil over time (build resources – teams of people and otherwise) and to carefully evaluate what they mean by ‘the market’ – their end users. Is the market they should serve the pupils or the politicians? A fairly obvious answer to many but one that, too often, becomes clouded.

			This means rising above the short-term changes in the weather and looking to the longer-term trends and expectations of the people they ultimately serve, as well as investing in the development of people and resources for the future. As ever, the board, and the nature of the objectives it sets and the support it provides, determines the CEO’s agenda.

			In his speech to the Inspiring Leadership Conference in 2017, Steve Munby, the former CEO of the National College for School Leadership, and someone who I had the privilege of working with and advising over a number of years as a young special adviser, said this:

			‘Colleagues, I believe that the pressure on school and multi-academy trusts leaders to cross an ethical line is more challenging in England now than it has ever been. The combination of high accountability and high autonomy along with the lack of a ‘middle tier’ makes England’s education system more extreme than almost any other in the world. This is what creates many of the moral dilemmas for school leaders, especially at times of austerity and at a time when many schools are struggling to recruit quality staff.

			‘Our high stakes accountability system places pressure on school leaders to behave in a way that maximises their performance as a school or MAT but may not always be in the best interests of the individual child or, indeed, of the wider community of schools. When you are fighting for the reputation of your school and every single inch of progress in learning is hard won, and in a system where falling below a floor target can cost you your job, it can be tempting for our behaviours as leaders to drift away from the ethical line we perhaps ideally would want to take.’9

			Wise words, and worth reflecting on. 

			 

			A fifth foundation? Understanding the changing nature of the CEO role

			My fifth foundation is about knowing the CEO role – its parameters, the influence it can have and where, and the barriers those in the role can face. This is as much about knowing what the role isn’t, as what it is. Much of this will be covered in the following seven chapters as we review the six dimensions in turn. However, a CEO in 2019 must enter their role with their eyes open and understand that some of the pre-conceived ideas around the power and influence that comes with the role must be re-examined in the light of societal and technological change.

			Much of what has been written so far in this opening chapter may appear timeless. As I have said before, we are talking about principles rather than prescriptive practices. However, we live in no ordinary times. Like everything and everyone else, CEOs and their organisations are having to respond to disruptive elements – for good or ill – that are having profound implications on concepts so fundamental as leadership, power, and influence.

			Technology is the major disruptor. It is distributing power and influence, and it is putting organisations under unprecedented scrutiny. It is revolutionising everything, from how commerce is done, to how people (adults, professionals, young people and children alike) learn. It is revolutionising workplaces, as machines increasingly become more efficient and effective at performing routine tasks, and it is creating a level of transparency that puts leaders under unprecedented scrutiny. It presents countless risks and opportunities – in essence, it is a minefield for almost every CEO in every sector. Indeed, technology has changed people’s attitude to power and position, with people feeling more empowered to participate in leadership and to challenge, without fear or hesitation, leaders in positions of relatively high authority. CEOs must recognise all of this and respond with a sense of positivity and opportunity. 

			Money, resources, titles and position still matter, but, with the pace and nature of societal and technological change as it is, they matter less than they did. Those CEOs who attach as much emphasis to these elements as in previous decades will become lost in their inability to secure a leadership narrative and a strategy that sticks in today’s world. 

			The leadership coach, Shane Craddock, has recently written of how we are living in a time of ‘VUCA’, which stands for Volatility, Uncertainty, Complexity and Ambiguity. This is – for those CEOs struggling to adapt – causing unprecedented fatigue, stress and anxiety, as they struggle to know where to focus their efforts and exert power and influence to achieve success. 

			This makes the need to know ‘what business we are in’ even more important. That conversation with the board, on a regular basis, can provide the CEO with the clearest of navigation points – a rooted position from which to make sense of the world they are operating in and pursue the strategies that will have greatest impact. 

			What matters more than ever for the modern CEO is the ability to retain leadership and influence in an era where leadership and influence is being increasingly distributed. That requires them to engage, enthuse, inspire and co-create with those who are increasingly new partners in our leadership efforts. It’s also about living the values in a world where congruency matters more than ever. The CEO’s leadership narrative therefore – as we will see in Chapter 3 – must transcend the six dimensions of the role.

			In their 2018 book New Power, Jeremy Heimans and Henry Timms state that ‘the future will be a battle over mobilisation. The everyday people, leaders and organisations who flourish will be those best able to channel the participatory energy of those around them – for the good, for the bad, and for the trivial’. This reflects the fact that the CEO job is, more than ever, about focusing and facilitating the efforts of others, not only within but also beyond the organisation. This isn’t just about technology. It is, as we will see later, about complexity and austerity. Most organisations no longer have the expertise or money to act in splendid isolation.

			‘The old command and control model of leadership is being replaced in the new digital era by a more adaptable and self-aware model. People are seeking more meaning, connection and engagement so the hierarchical and traditional approach to being a CEO and leader no longer works.’ – Shane Cradock10

			This requires the CEO to not only be aware of their personal limitations, but also the limitations of their organisations to influence and understand some of the complex dynamics and issues that will impact on their organisations. Currently, in the public sector, these organisational limitations are most often defined by money. However, the complexity of social change and the expanse of the knowledge economy means that both public and private sector organisations need to be outward facing. Being an organisation that galvanises others beyond it to contribute professional and social capital is essential and the CEO must – as the figurehead and as the person who sets the tone – spearhead this collaborative, interdependent mindset. 
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The four foundations of the CEO role

Questions for reflection

1. Clarity

Are you and your board absolutely clear about
(and agreed on) what business you are in, and
what you are not in? Is this definition too narrow,
too wide, or sufficiently broad enough to reflect
the organisation’s ‘why"?

3. Legacy mindset

Is there a careful balance between cultivating the
trees and planting the acorns? Does the board
encourage a‘legacy mindset’ for nurturing long-
term success & sustainability, and avoid becoming
overly absorbed with short-term goals & whims?
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2. Contextual wisdom

Are you using your position of clarity to approach
and interpret the ‘meaningful outside’ and gain
contextual wisdom? Is this interpretation of the
context and climate you are operating within
informing your leadership narrative and strategies?

4.Values, ethics & standards

Are you ready to live and work in a way that is
congruent with the standards and behaviours you/
your board expect of all those working within, and in
partnership with, your organisation? Can you model
this in all the actions & decisions you must take?

With the foundations secured and their interdependencies agreed, the vision and values are now clear - are
you absolutely clear what the job of the CEO is, and what it isn‘t?
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