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INTRODUCTION

Corporate success. Everyone wants it, but few truly know the secrets to achieving it. Ask any professional to describe his or her biggest frustration with work, and inevitably you will hear, “I thought I'd be further along in my career,” or, “I'm not being recognized the way I should be.” Implicit in both responses is the belief that achievement of career goals is beyond one's control. Essentially, many professionals know what they want; what they often don't know is how to achieve it.

In today's climate of economic uncertainty coupled with escalating unemployment, you need every bit of leverage you can obtain to improve your career standing and potential. The harsh reality is that if you're not constantly moving forward, you're losing professional ground—and more aggressive colleagues won't hesitate to poach your position, projects, and opportunities. As a former vice president of human resources with twenty years of corporate experience, I have counseled hundreds of professionals on performance improvement issues and coached them on how to develop promotional strategies within an organization. Pick up one of the myriad of books written about corporate “effectiveness” or “success,” and all too often you find consultants and academics touting intellectual theories and perpetuating useless jargon. These approaches typically serve only to perpetuate cookie-cutter behavior in the corporate world. As a result, I decided to write a book detailing the specific actions that could immediately be applied in the workplace.

In Corporate Confidential, I have incorporated my own professional experience and opinions on achieving corporate success with findings from candid, one-on-one interviews with senior Fortune 500 executives representing a variety of disciplines and industries. My hope is that this book provides simple and straightforward answers about what it takes to achieve success in the corporate world. It addresses some of the important lessons we've learned and provides an honest, though not always comfortable, perspective on success and failure in corporate America. These truths, usually unspoken, are expressed by people who have worked for the largest corporations and achieved the highest levels of success.

In short, Corporate Confidential is a most insightful book about what it really takes to get to the top of the nation's most successful organizations.


1 | THE CAST OP CHARACTERS

When I began my journey of researching this book, I was cautiously optimistic that I could secure enough key Fortune 500 executives who would be willing to share inside information about what it takes to be successful in the corporate world. Having devoted almost twenty years to my own corporate career, I also realized that it would be challenging to have these executives agree to make their identities public.

I spent hundreds of hours working with various public affairs departments, with the promise that no quotations would be attributed to any particular executive. I clearly underestimated the corporate reticence, displayed all too often when company representatives were asked for honest insights into the politics and nuances of the corporate world. On average, only one of every ten executives I contacted agreed to contribute to the book. Those who did participate were enthusiastic about telling the truth about their own experiences and challenge of maneuvering through corporate America.

Each of these interviews lasted approximately two hours and was conducted either face-to-face or over the phone. Flexibility was the key in securing these interviews, as these executives are indeed busy people. While conducting interviews in New York, I received a last-minute phone call from one executive who asked if I might meet him at the train station in Washington, D.C., at least two hours by train from Manhattan. He was very apologetic about the change and explained that he had been called to a meeting at the White House. In another instance, I had to conduct the phone interview in two parts, as the executive could only talk from the car during his commute home.

I was able to interview some executives in their offices, and it was quite an experience to visit a variety of corporate campuses scattered across the United States. As I arrived at each location, I was taken aback by the different cultures. In one instance, I drove up a long, winding private road guarded by hundreds of tall spruce trees. Off in the distance, I could see several elaborate mansions that, as I later learned, housed many of the company's executives. In another facility, I arrived at a cluster of buildings that looked like something out of a science fiction movie.

The other interesting thing about these visits was the treatment I received once the receptionist learned I was headed to the executive floor. Indirect exposure to these executives somehow gave me instant respect with the support staff, and I was treated as a VIP. While on the one hand this was flattering, their behavior also made me more conscious of the preconceived notions that so many staffers harbor about the executive wing and those who are housed there.

Once I gained access to those top floors, I understood how corporate culture perpetuates many of those perceptions. In some instances, I was struck by the old-school, ultra-traditional aura of some companies. I remember walking down the long, wood-floored corridor of one executive wing, lined with painted portraits of the company's stoic founding fathers, being ever so cautious not to speak too loudly. In other companies, however, the executive floors were bubbling with conversation and laughter. Some corporations maintained a very traditional corporate dress code while others were swarming with professionals in khakis and golf shirts.

Many of the executive offices were larger than most people's living rooms and full of accoutrements. During one interview, I remember being distracted by a constant stream of ticker symbols and stock prices on the multiple television screens. In yet another, my eye caught a series of photos of the executive posing with several U.S. presidents and other high-ranking officials.

Regardless of their trappings, all the executives I interviewed were gracious, open, and easy to talk to—even about the most sensitive issues. It was as if they had been waiting for someone to ask them what they really thought about the corporate world. I was happy to oblige. I should also mention that while I offered to pay each executive a stipend—after all, they were giving several hours of their time—they all refused any compensation for their participation.

General Demographic Information About the Executives

The executives interviewed for this book can be broken down into demographic categories as follows:

SEX
Male: 75%
Female: 25%

AGE
60 to 70: 10%
50 to 59: 54%
40 to 49: 30%
30 to 39: 6%

ETHNICITY
Caucasian: 90%
African American: 4.5%
Hispanic: 4.5%

HIGHEST DEGREE OF EDUCATION
High school diploma: 7%
Bachelor's degree: 45%
Advanced degree: 48%

MARITAL STATUS
Married: 93%
Single/divorced: 7%

Even at first glance, you can see the wide range of generations represented in the executive ranks of the corporate world, along with a variety of educational backgrounds. The majority of this successful cadre is still Caucasian, though I was happy to see an increase in the number of minority professionals who had attained such commanding positions in the corporate world.

While this demographic information provides only a statistical snapshot of the participating executives, the correlation and significance of this information as it relates to corporate success is discussed throughout the book. In addition, I share further insight into the executives' various backgrounds and patterns of upbringing that often influenced their career choices and overall success.

The Fortune 500 Executives Interviewed for This Book

In targeting the specific Fortune 500 executives to interview for this book, I consciously sought out a cross-section of professionals across geographic areas, industries, and specific disciplines of responsibility. I strived to create a balance of male and female executives.

The following executives permitted me to include their names as contributors:

Guy P. Abramo

Executive Vice President

Chief Strategy and Information Officer

Ingram Micro, Inc.

Arnold A. Allemang

Executive Vice President, Operations

The Dow Chemical Company

Arthur B. Anderson

Senior Vice President (former)

Advanced Technology

PepsiCo, Inc.

John D. Austin

Senior Vice President

Chief Financial Officer

Performance Food Group

Mary Beth Bardin

Executive Vice President (former)

Public Affairs & Communication

Verizon

Patricia J. Brown

Vice President

Global Branding and Communications

Cooper Tire & Rubber Company

Catherine S. Brune

Senior Vice President

Chief Technology Officer

Allstate Insurance Company

Dick DiCerchio

Senior Executive Vice President

Chief Operating Officer

Costco Wholesale

Patricia Engels

Executive Vice President (former)

Qwest

Richard H. Glanton

Senior Vice President

Mergers & Acquisitions

Exelon Corporation

Patrick J. Gnazzo

Vice President

Business Practices

United Technologies Corporation

Greg Greene

Senior Vice President

Strategic Planning & Development

Ryder System, Inc.

Robert A. Hagemann

Senior Vice President

Chief Financial Officer

Quest Diagnostics, Inc.

Steven Hankins

Chief Financial Officer

Tyson Foods, Inc.

Rojon D. Hasker

Senior Vice President

Marketing & Merchandising

Safeway Stores, Inc.

JoAnn Heffernan Heisen

Executive Committee

Vice President

Chief Information Officer

Johnson & Johnson

Carlos M. Hernandez

General Counsel & Secretary

International Steel Group, Inc.

(Former Executive Vice President, General Counsel & Secretary—Fleming Companies, Inc.)

Andrew Herring

Executive Vice President

Supervalu Retail Pharmacies

Michael P. Huseby

Executive Vice President

Chief Financial Officer

Cablevision Systems Corporation

Joshua R. Jewett

Senior Vice President

Chief Information Officer

Family Dollar Stores, Inc.

David Kornblatt

Vice President

Chief Financial Officer

York International Corporation

Paula Kruger

Executive Vice President

President, Consumer Markets Group

Qwest

Cathy L. Lewis

Senior Vice President

Marketing

IKON Office Solutions

Keith W. Lovett

Senior Vice President (retired)

Human Resources

Rite Aid Corporation

Steve Lowden

Senior Vice President

Business Development and Integrated Gas

Marathon Oil Corporation

John W. Marsland

Vice President

Corporate Development Office

Air Products and Chemicals, Inc.

Chuck McCaig

Chief Information Officer

Chubb Corporation

Diane McGarry

Vice President

Chief Marketing Officer

Xerox Corporation

Rosanne O'Brien

Corporate Vice President

Communications

Northrop Grumman Corporation

William G. Pagonis

Head of Supply Chain

President, Sears Logistics Services Inc.

Sears, Roebuck and Company

Steve Parrish

Senior Vice President

Corporate Affairs

Altria Group, Inc.

Erik R. Pekarski

National Vice President

Customer Relations

Pulte Homes, Inc.

Bob Prieto

Senior Vice President

Fluor Corporation

(Former Chairman of Parsons Brinckerhoff, Inc.)

Robert R. Ridout

Vice President

Chief Information Officer

DuPont Company

Dennis E. Ross

Vice President

General Counsel

Ford Motor Company

Richard W. Severance

Senior Vice President (retired)

Downstream Strategy, Optimization & Business Development

ConocoPhillips

Darryl G. Smette

Senior Vice President

Marketing & Midstream

Devon Energy Corporation

Robert S. Stewart

Senior Vice President

Centex Corporation

Connie Weaver

Executive Vice President

Public Relations, Marketing & Brand

AT&T

Mark (Denny) Weinberg

President & CEO

Arcus Industries, Inc.

(A wholly owned subsidiary of Wellpoint Health Networks, Inc.)

Charles E. Williams

Senior Vice President

Operations

Waste Management, Inc.

Carl Wilson

Executive Vice President

Chief Information Officer

Marriott International, Inc.

Kenneth A. Wolinsky

Vice President

Chief Information Officer

Avery Dennison Corporation

Other Fortune 500 executives were interviewed for this book, but they were either uncomfortable about or specifically prohibited by their organizations from being cited as a contributor. Though these executives can't be credited, their insights and examples are included with those listed above.

Born into Affluence?

During these interviews, I was most surprised by the candor of these executives regarding their own upbringing, career decisions, motivations, and experiences in the corporate world. They revealed their feelings about reaching the executive level; about the misconceptions that too many professionals harbor about them; about their motivation to continue working in such a demanding world—even after they've achieved both positional and financial success; and about the sacrifices and trade-offs they made along the way.

The most insightful part of the interviews was learning about the childhood and upbringing of these professionals. One might think that the majority of these power players were born into affluence, and somehow had a “leg up” on the rest of the world. That is a misconception that couldn't be further from the truth. With the exception of one or two individuals I interviewed, most of the executives came from meager and humble beginnings. Most grew up in the blue-collar world, with families doing work that ranged from sharecropping to day labor. During their adolescence, they often moved several times as a result of their father's work. In several cases, these professionals lost their father at a very young age and, as a result, were either raised by grandparents or a single mother.

One common thread that bound virtually all of these executives was that each individual started working, typically out of necessity, at a very young age. As youngsters they worked in jobs ranging from farmhands to construction workers. Some worked in a variety of roles in the family business. In one instance, a female executive was buying goods in New York's garment district at the age of sixteen.

What was even more remarkable was that, despite the challenging conditions some of these individuals experienced in their childhood and early adult years, none of them expressed regret. All these executives proudly told me the story of their parents and the environment in which they grew up. Each could articulate the correlation of their upbringing to their attitude, work ethic, and ultimately to their level of professional success in the corporate world. All had struggled, suffered great losses, fallen down, and even failed along the way, but they still managed to reach the top. What made these individuals unusual was not the advantages they had been given but their unyielding tenacity when it came to overcoming obstacles in their path.

While visiting these senior executives, I observed their interactions with both colleagues and subordinates and over-heard many telephone conversations. Interestingly enough, I found the majority of them not only courteous but also very down to earth in their dealings with people at all levels in the organization. As I learned of their life experiences, I knew their personal style was no coincidence. From their early work experiences and exposure to many different types of people in the world, most recognized that no one person is better than another. As one executive simply put it, “People are people.” Another executive shared this comment about the preconceived ideas of many corporate executives: “Some executives think that if you get to know all levels of employees then you potentially have to give them something … or they (the employees) will take something from you. Some executives need to remember where they came from.” Each executive spoke with such respect and admiration about his or her organization and its employees that it was easy for me to see why they had achieved such senior levels in the corporation.

How These Executives View Their Careers

Virtually every person interviewed used the adjective “fun” in describing their perspective about work. One executive shared this insight: “It used to mystify me that people who made so much money still continued to work. Until I figured it out—they actually love it! It's a game!” Another executive advised young professionals not to make the same mistake he did: “I wish I knew earlier on in my career just how fun it is to have a lot of responsibility … I fought everything and in the beginning, took it all too seriously.” That is not to say that the executives didn't also describe their jobs as “pressure cookers” and oftentimes as exhausting and frustrating. Overall, however, they genuinely love what they do in the corporate world. In fact, several executives reinforced the importance of choosing a career that one has passion for and will enjoy performing day in and day out. As one executive said, “Corporate America is demanding. If you're going to devote most of your life to your career, you sure as hell better enjoy it!”

For many of these power players, another personal motivation to achieve senior levels within an organization stemmed from an innate desire to directly influence the success (or failure) of a corporation. In some instances the executives defined “influence” in the context of functioning as a true “change agent.” As one executive commented, “I'm a real believer that the only way to make change is be part of it.” Several other executives, however, described professional influence as a means of controlling their own destiny in the corporate world. One executive explained it best: “Throughout so much of one's career you don't have control—decisions get passed down that you weren't involved with and yet you have to make it palatable to people … at some point in my career I came to the realization that if I could sit at the top of the company, there would be no more of the passing it down. I could stop playing the messenger!”

Driven by Success?

Many readers of this book may think that any executive's reply to the question, “Are you driven by a desire to succeed?” would be a simple “Of course!” Interestingly enough, however, the answer given by most executives was far more complex. Most female executives, for instance, tended to be far more definitive about their desire to succeed than their male counterparts. In fact, when asked whether they feared failure, most female executives commented that they never considered failure as an option. A few of the women even responded to the question in a manner that left me with the impression that they see fear-driven behavior as a character flaw As one female executive put it, “Oh, I see it all the time; men, and the power they exert, is driven by a fear of failure.”

Among the male executives, however, there tended to be some degree of overlap between the desire to succeed and the desire to avoid failure in the job. At least half of the men interviewed went on to say that even as they achieved senior-level positions, there was an overriding motivation not to disappoint those individuals who had entrusted them with these critical jobs. In a few instances, male executives shared their further fear that eventually they would be “found out” by their superiors as somehow having fooled everyone about their actual capabilities. As one executive expressed, “It's the fear of being tap water and not Perrier.” This perspective resonated with several other executives, who also experienced the same anxiety. While we can only speculate on the psychology of that fear, it is reasonable to surmise that in regard to the motivation of highly driven individuals, there is a fine line between seeking success and a fear of failure.

A number of executives (especially the female executives) spoke about the conscious thought of success as a means of sustaining a livelihood. As one executive put it, “Once you've grown up on the other side of the tracks, it's not that far to fall back … so there is always that fear for me.” Such a remark was not surprising considering the modest or underprivileged upbringing of many of the executives interviewed.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

While it was clear that most of the executives are indeed incredibly committed to their success and the success of their respective corporations, I also sensed a “kinder and gentler” approach in the methods of these corporate powerhouses. As one executive commented, “Early on, I learned from many corporate leaders what not to do. I remember thinking to myself that I will never berate the heck out of people, embarrass professionals in front of other people, or call them names that simply shouldn't be used.” At a time when most of the executives receiving media attention are those demonstrating greedy and unethical behaviors, it was refreshing to spend time with successful executives who were genuinely driven to contribute to their respective organizations in a significant way. Though those interviewed certainly appreciated the financial rewards and perks that accompanied their positions, the majority of them were far more motivated and excited by the “means” rather than the “end.”. [image: Corporate Confidential-1]


2 | WITH SUCCESS COMES SACRIFICE

For all too many professionals, the desire to achieve an executive position often overshadows any understanding of the true realities and concessions required to attain such levels in an organization. In virtually every interview I conducted, each executive detailed the trade-offs made for the sake of their career. I deliberately use the word “trade-off,” rather than “sacrifice,” because most executives believe that the compromises made were clearly worth the long-term rewards. That is not to say that these corporate officers are without regret about the choices they might have made along the way. Overall, however, most would not change any of their decisions. In fact, most of the executives reinforced the importance of not looking back at the choices made over the course of their careers. As one executive shared, “You can't turn the clock back, so why devote time to agonizing over choices that have already been made?”

When you consider that approximately 90 percent of this cadre are over forty years of age, you begin to understand that these professionals grew up in corporate America at a time when “paying one's dues” was the credo of most large corporations. In fact, each executive attributed his or her success, at least in part, to an ability to work hard. I share this information because it is important for anyone who wants to get ahead in today's corporate environment to understand the background and professional upbringing of this “management generation.” The individuals represented in this book directly influence the rewards and promotional opportunities that are extended or withheld in corporate America.

The members of this executive class fully acknowledge the difficult choices that they as professionals have had to make during their careers. At the same time, they absolutely affirm the belief that to achieve great success in the corporate world, one is required to devote tremendous time and effort and to sacrifice personal objectives along the way.

For any who think that once they achieve an executive-level position, the demands of the job will somehow diminish, think again. These senior executives consistently work an average of sixty-five hours per week, and that number does not reflect the time they spend working outside the office. As one executive expressed it, “The time commitment is enormous. You're always on the job even when you're at home.” In fact, most executives further commented on their belief that the majority of working people are under the misconception that executive-level jobs are somehow easier than most positions in a corporation. As one executive put it, “People underestimate the constant pressure there is at this level … we're up plenty of nights thinking and worrying. Most [people] see it as flying around in the corporate jet and getting paid enormous amounts of money.” Another executive made the comment that “Too many [people] view my job as simply sitting behind a desk, telling other people what to do.”

These senior folks may not expect staff members to fully appreciate the demands of their jobs, but they do want other professionals to understand the tremendous pressure and risk associated with these executive-level positions. If an individual wants to hold such a rank in an organization, it is imperative for him or her to understand that there is more to the title than money and stock options. The title also comes with intense pressure and a tremendous amount of actual work that must be accomplished.

Gaining insight into the demands placed on the time of these executives might lead you to believe that they expect their staff to spend the same number of hours with nose to the grindstone. I was surprised by the executives' perspective on this issue. When asked about how they correlate hours worked to overall performance, the majority of these executives stated that they care more about the results their employees achieve than the number of hours they put in on the job. In fact, at least half of the group suggested that when an employee is working an exorbitant amount of hours, it is indicative of ineffective performance, a disorganized employee with no time-management skills, or a flaw in the design of the position. One executive shared this perspective: “Some of the most unproductive people work the most hours.”
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