
dennis CArey & ed breen

C r i s p  A d v i C e  f r o m  t h e

L E S S O N S  F R O M

G R E A T  C E O S



“When things are going well, 
you’re over-rated;  

when they’re going badly,  
you’re under-rated.” 

– A.G. Lafley,  
Chairman & CEO, The Procter & Gamble Company



Ceo ACAdemy® is A registered mArk owned by dennis CArey

with registrAtion #4398484 in the U.s. pAtent offiCe 

And registrAtion #2618069 in the U.k. pAtent offiCe

dennis CArey & ed breen

edited by sean donovan

C r i s p  A d v i C e  f r o m  t h e

L E S S O N S  F R O M

G R E A T  C E O S



A U T h o r s ’  n o T e

For the past nine years we have worked together to lead sessions 
for Ceos who wanted to leave their familiar surroundings for 
a few days and engage directly and discretely with other Ceos 
who have consistently outperformed their peers, won praise 
from all stakeholders for their leadership, and have survived the 
battles of business warfare with their reputations fully intact.

We met initially in the wake of the Tyco disaster, one of us as 
recruiter, and one of us as Ceo to be. We believed that Tyco 
represented a green field opportunity. That is, if one was to build 
a new company from scratch, what would it look like? What 
would a new Board look like? how would the management 
team be formed and assessed? What processes would be put 
in place to ensure a proper balance between risk and reward? 
What would management do to properly communicate with 
shareholders? how would the company define its strategy to 
optimize shareholder value and build a system to execute against 
that strategy? Tyco is now a success story due to getting good 
answers to these tough questions.

The Tyco story led us to conclude that if we were able to 
assemble truly great Ceos on a regular basis and gain their 
insights on how best to lead, we could put together the ready 
reference you now hold in your hand. 

We are of the view that companies need to continuously ask the 
question “if we were to start our company again from scratch, 
what changes would we make?” This reference book sets out to 
guide us in that exercise. Further, although we recognize that it 
is difficult to fight inertia, leaders who emerge as great Ceos do 
just that. The 9 Ceos we feature, one herein who tried to avoid 
the great Ceo leader title bestowed on him by his co-author, 
present a compelling vision for how all Ceos, short- and long- 
term tenured alike, can learn from the best and build more value 
in their own companies.

We hope you enjoy this ready reference and find value in 
learning from the experiences of those very few Ceos who have 
earned the title of Great Ceos.

Dennis Carey is vice Chairman of Korn/ferry international 
and the founder of the Ceo academy®

ed Breen is Chairman and former Ceo of tyco



C o n T e n T s

F I r s T  T h I n G s  F I r s T

 1. every day is day one

   2. set strategy and identify priorities

 3. Communicate clearly and own the culture

T h r e e  m A n A G e m e n T  I m P e r A T I V e s

 4. Get the most out of your board

 5. Drive talent management and succession

 6. manage investor expectations

P e r s o n A l  D I s C I P l I n e

 7. Practice effective time management

 8. maintain situational awareness

 9. stay grounded

What follows is an editorial synthesis and paraphrasing of 
the ideas expressed at the Ceo Academy®. While written 
conversationally for ease of reading, it does not necessarily 
reflect the direct views of the discussion leaders, any particular 
executive in attendance or the group as a whole.
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The Ceo Academy® is a forum exclusively for early-
tenured Ceos. over the course of three separate 
roundtable sessions, nine exceptionally accomplished 
Ceos shared their hard-won wisdom and insights with 
dozens of their newly appointed peers. This book provides 
a compendium of their advice and counsel, which serves 
as a valuable and timeless reference for new and future 
corporate leaders.

t h e  d i s C U s s i o n s  w e r e  l e d  b y :

	 	•		eD Breen, Chairman and former Ceo, Tyco

 •		Dennis Carey, Founder, Ceo Academy  
and Vice Chairman, Korn/Ferry International

	 •		GeorGe DaviD, former Chairman  
and Ceo, United Technologies Corporation

	 •		a.G. LafLey, Chairman and Ceo,  
The Procter & Gamble Company

	 •	 roBert Lane, former Chairman  
and Ceo, Deere & Company

	 •		anne MuLCahy, former Chairman  
and Ceo, Xerox Corporation

	 •	 ivan seiDenBerG, former Chairman and 
Ceo, Verizon Communications Inc.

	 •		Kevin sharer, former Chairman  
and Ceo, Amgen Inc.

	 •		MaGGie wiLDerotter, Chairman and 
Ceo, Frontier Communications Corporation

	 •		ron wiLLiaMs, former Chairman  
and Ceo, Aetna Inc.
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“Focus on long-term value 
instead of fixating on short-term  

performance and share price. 
Make bets that are right for  

the  institution – they should 
last longer than any CEO.”

– Ed Breen,  
Chairman and former CEO, Tyco

first things 
first
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1.         e v e r y  d A y  i s  d A y  o n e

you’ll always make mistakes  
– just don’t make the same ones twice.

Listen anD Learn 
Understand the business completely. Visit your key customers; your 
top ten investors; and every director, in person and at their office. 
spend time with your management team on their turf to put them 
at ease. Ask everyone for feedback on the business, on the operating 
environment and on yourself.

DeCLare aMnesty  
Get the skeletons out of the closet.

Don’t overproMise or overCoMMit 
When you’re new, you tend to want to please. It takes absolute 
integrity and self-confidence not to promise what you don’t know. 
With every early commitment you make (particularly with the board), 
you run the risk of squandering trust. Don’t overcommit to investors. 
earn credibility by delivering consistently.

Lay out your vision 
Get board buy-in quickly – you can’t do it soon enough. Then set a 
clear roadmap for employees and customers to evaluate you against, 
rather than leaving them to define progress, or lack thereof.

Be the CataLyst for ChanGe   
make a compelling case for change, set the agenda, remove obstacles, 
give people permission, and convince them that they can win.

have a sense of urGenCy   
Find 3-4 quick wins to pivot the organization and make a statement 
that you’re going to move quickly and decisively.

iMpose your wiLL anD piCK your teaM wiseLy 
Trust your instincts. If you’re wrong, you’ll pay the price, but if you’re 
right, it can be very powerful. The company needs leadership. They’re 
looking to you to break the ties. If you’re slow to pull the trigger, it 
confuses the organization.
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2.  s e t  s t r A t e g y  A n d 
i d e n t i f y  p r i o r i t i e s

strategy is about making choices – get the big things right.

Get it DireCtionaLLy CorreCt 
The correct strategy is a minimum condition for a successful enterprise. 
strategy boils down to your business portfolio and capitalization. Get 
the big things right and then relentlessly drive execution.

foCus on 3-5 top priorities  
effective new Ceos set their major priorities very quickly and 
maintain a laser-like focus on them. Avoid the nonsense of trying to do 
everything at once. It’s impossible to run 30 big initiatives concurrently.

Be Consistent 
strategy should not shift constantly. Beware the impulse of boards 
and consultants to incessantly review and change strategies. Constant 
monitoring of progress against strategic priorities is great, but don’t 
make the strategy itself a moving target.

MaKe it siMpLe 
Digest the strategy down to a few clear and compelling points – it 
must be real, actionable and testable, and it should fit on one page.

have a LonG-terM outLooK 
Instead of fixating on short-term share price, focus on long-term 
value. make bets that are right for the institution – they should last 
longer than any Ceo.

Beware “portfoLio anxiety” 
Don’t think that the grass is always greener and that you constantly 
need to add or lose some businesses. remember that you can’t escape 
a bad acquisition.

speeD is a strateGy 
Things move much faster today. Be realistic, but accelerate as much  
as possible.

foCus on innovation 
r&D and innovative capacity should be fundamental components 
of strategy. The company’s future depends on it. It takes a different 
mindset to invest in r&D for the long-haul (i.e., no immediate  
short-term P&l benefit).

avoiD CoMMoDitization 
To counteract the market’s pressure toward commoditization, focus 
on defending your advantage in four ways: 1) innovate constantly,  
2) invest in brand equity, 3) connect with the customer,  
4) deliver value on the customers’ terms.
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3.  C o m m U n i C A t e  C l e A r l y 
A n d  o w n  t h e  C U lt U r e

The power of aligned, focused and motivated people  
is a real multiplier for the company.

say it straiGht 
Avoid “happy talk” and be clear about the why, what, how and when. 
set the context by articulating a compelling need for action, then 
communicate priorities with specificity on actions and timing. If 
it could apply to any company when you say it out loud, it’s useless 
because it’s too generic.

Keep it siMpLe 
The simpler it is, the more powerful it is. remember the old axioms: 
“If I had more time, I’d write a shorter letter,” and “If you can’t say it 
on one page, don’t say it.”

stay on MessaGe 
maintain an intense and consistent focus on the priorities. You’re like 
a running politician on the stump. Don’t get bored or distracted – 
repetition is essential. When people say, “hey, that guy needs a new 
message,” you know you’ve got it right.

Know your auDienCe 
Calibrate your communications with the right level of prioritization 
and detail for each unique constituency.

foCus on CreatinG the “soCiaL arChiteCture” 
You play a vital role in setting the cultural parameters of the 
organization: the mission and purpose, values and behaviors, 
aspirations and strategic priorities. The mission must be visceral – 
What’s your defining purpose? The values are a behavioral compact 
– “If you’re an unrepentant values felon, I’ll fire you.”
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3.  C o m m U n i C A t e  C l e A r l y 
A n d  o w n  t h e  C U lt U r e 
continued

 

this stuff Matters 
The power of a strong culture (aligned, focused and motivated people) 
is a real multiplier for the company, particularly when combined with 
deep operating experience and strong execution.

unLoCK the DisCretionary enerGy 
Appeal to your people’s desire to contribute to something meaningful 
and good. The more they understand how and where they fit, the 
faster you can go. Be accessible to them and they’ll give you valuable 
feedback. They’re the key to achieving large-scale change and 
institutional alignment.

Be BiGGer than your operatinG resuLts 
The Ceo’s job is certainly about creating shareholder value. But  
think of that as table stakes. What is the company’s higher purpose  
or it’s societal good? Getting the purpose and culture aligned is 
directly correlated with value creation.

own it 
If you don’t care, it won’t happen. If you don’t live it, no one will. And 
if you’re deriving your social architecture from a consultant or a book, 
you’re lost.
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“You’re a lion tamer and the 
directors are the lions.  

Respect them, but if you let  
them eat you, they will.” 

– Kevin Sharer,  
former Chairman & CEO, Amgen Inc.

     three  
mAnAgement 
imperAtives
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4.  g e t  t h e  m o s t  o U t  o f  
y o U r  b o A r d

working with the board is unlike anything  
you’ve done before.

you’re a Lion taMer anD they’re the Lions 
respect them, but if you let them eat you, they will. Working with the 
board is vital, complex and beyond your prior experience – unlike 
anything you’ve done before. Get the relationship right, or it  
will hurt you. eventually, when stuff hits the fan (and it will) you don’t 
want to be on your back foot with the board.

Beware the shiftinG sanDs 
You’ll have to figure it out anew once you become Ceo. What was 
true yesterday may not be true today, as interpersonal dynamics, 
alliances and loyalties shift. Before your first board meeting as  
Ceo, level-set by taking time to speak with each director. let them 
know how you view your role and what you expect from them. 

ManaGe the BoarD’s expeCtations CarefuLLy 
Be open with them. no secrets, no surprises. share all the downside 
potential and let them feel your pain – running the company isn’t easy.

inGrain the strateGy 
It’s critical to get the board fully committed to the strategy. Under 
pressure, they will rally around you if they understand and support it. 
review it carefully with them, provide a simple framework  
to help them understand it, gather their feedback. Put it on one page 
and in every board book to orient their discussions and focus them on 
what really matters.

Know when to invoLve theM 
Always ask yourself, “Is this an issue that rises to the level of the 
board?” sometimes you get caught up in things and forget to share 
with the board. And other times, you share things with them that  
you don’t really need to.

BiG DeCisions shouLD Be oLD DeCisions 
It takes a board time to get up to speed to make big decisions. 
socialize an issue with them over multiple meetings or via interim 
communications before they have to pull the trigger. Don’t wait  
until the last minute.
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4.  g e t  t h e  m o s t  o U t  o f  
y o U r  b o A r d 
continued

they’re not there to run the CoMpany, you are 
The board must satisfy itself that the right team is in place, the right 
processes are in place and the big strategic decisions are made wisely. 
Beyond that, they don’t have a detailed role in operating the company, 
because they typically don’t have the necessary depth of knowledge.  
If the board is clear on its role, it’s less likely to creep into executional 
detail or encroach on management. engage them at the right altitude.

Let the BoarD Know they’ve Been hearD 
Boards want to know that you’ve listened to them when they’ve 
expressed a point of view. That doesn’t mean you always have to follow 
their advice. They’ll leave it to you as long as they feel you’ve listened, 
particularly if you seek out their advice and counsel on a regular basis.

DeveLop a rapport with your LeaD DireCtor  
Their job is to make you better. You need someone with gravitas to 
help you manage the board and who’s willing to help keep the board 
out of the weeds. They can really make your life easier.

Don’t try to pLease any one DireCtor 
It will inevitably get you into trouble. When a director expresses an 
opinion, it’s not necessarily the sense of the board. You don’t have to 
mobilize resources to respond to or act upon every opinion.

Get to Know DireCtors outsiDe the 
BoarDrooM 
not to curry favor, but to develop a level of trust and respect beyond 
just the numbers. Take the time to build individual relationships with 
each director to learn their dynamics and get deeper insights. Visit 
them once a year on their turf. some directors will become close 
advisors to you over time. But always remember, there’s no substitute 
for performance – no relationship alone will save you. 

BoarD fieLD trips are very usefuL  
have individual directors visit key field locations and then provide 
reports to the full board. It helps them understand the business and 
get a handle on the talent bench. line managers also benefit from 
direct access to director expertise.
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4.  g e t  t h e  m o s t  o U t  o f  
y o U r  b o A r d 
continued

Keep the ChairMan anD Ceo roLes toGether 
There’s no evidence that separating the roles helps in any way. A  
non-executive chairman can’t possibly know enough about the 
company and its strategic issues to help the board be most informed. 
Boards spend too much time on unproductive issues when the roles 
are separated. strong, independent committee chairs are the crux of 
good governance.

run effeCtive BoarD MeetinGs 
•		Think	of	meetings	as	a	strategic	retreat.	Focus	on	longer-term	issues	

and avoid getting caught up in the day-to-day stuff.

•		Organize	your	thoughts	and	brief	the	board	with	a	short,	informal,	
monthly update call/note, and provide a summary before every 
meeting so they’re up to speed and ready to engage. 

•		Help	them	prioritize	by	controlling	the	volume	of	written	material	
and avoid “death by PowerPoint.” 

•		Make	the	meeting	about	idea	sharing,	not	downloading.	Give	them	
a clear set of pre-read materials on each topic (executive summary, 
5-10 slides, appendix), and then allow only 2 slides per topic at the 
meeting.

•		Start	with	an	unstructured	executive	session	to	share	your	“what	
keeps me awake at night” concerns with them. It creates an open 
dynamic of trust. 

•		At	some	point	in	every	meeting,	clear	the	room	of	everyone	except	
you and the board, so you can calibrate their understanding and 
expectations. 

•		Don’t	allow	the	meeting	time	to	expand,	or	it	will	never	end.	 
set a clear time limit to focus the directors’ attention.

•		If	you’re	chairman,	review	all	committee	agendas	and	attend	all	
meetings. empower your staff officers to work closely with the 
committees, but you should never be surprised. 

•		Demand	a	positive	tone.	No	boardroom	acrimony	in	front	of	 
your executive team - a lack of harmony and alignment can 
debilitate them. 
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4.  g e t  t h e  m o s t  o U t  o f  
y o U r  b o A r d 
continued

foCus on BoarD CoMposition anD DireCtor 
taLent ManaGeMent 
•		Companies	don’t	get	into	trouble	overnight.	Problems	arise	

when boards don’t understand the changing landscape, strategic 
imperatives, and competition. It’s not uncommon for a company to 
change over time, leaving the board misaligned with what’s needed 
to take the company forward.

•		The	CEO	needs	to	own	the	director	talent	issue,	examining	strengths	
and gaps via a regular director review process. It’s tough to get rid 
of misaligned or under-performing directors, but it’s up to you to 
initiate the conversation with your lead director or nominating chair.

•		Your	board	members	know	who’s	good	and	who’s	not	carrying	
their weight. Gather feedback in one-on-one meetings. Ask them 
individually and hypothetically who they’d invite to serve on a future 
board – they tend to leave the same people off the list.

•		Sometimes	the	nominating	and	governance	committee	is	part	of	
the problem, so it’s important to get the whole board to think about 
director talent management in a disciplined way.

•		Develop	a	bench	of	director	candidates,	particularly	young	CEOs	
and up-and-coming executives or division heads at big companies 
before they’re Ceos.

•		Board	composition	should	include	a	diversity	of	industries	
and geographies, as well as people who will challenge you (and 
sometimes make you uncomfortable). Active Ceos can be a very 
calming influence on a board, helping navigate tough situations 
when they arise.

•		Boards	that	work	have	a	certain	magic	–	a	critical	mass	of	members	
with absolute dedication who say, “This board is going to be 
different.”
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5.  d r i v e  tA l e n t  m A n A g e m e n t 
&  s U C C e s s i o n

Best efforts are for intramural sports.  
This is varsity: “Do you want to play or not?”

Don’t CoMMit too earLy 
At the start of your tenure, if someone asks you whether they’re on 
your team, or how you view their performance, the answer is, “I 
don’t know yet.” Don’t commit until you’re ready, but move quickly 
to determine who’s going to make it or not. meanwhile, challenge the 
team to either sign up for a higher purpose or opt out – those that 
need to go will often self-select out.

fix peopLe MistaKes quiCKLy 
staffing mistakes are typical, particularly waiting too long or not 
acting. sometimes we look past shortcomings or put good people in 
jobs that are a mismatch for their skills. Time doesn’t help  
– fix it. The organization is aware when people are failing and will 
judge you harshly. If people fail because you’re not clear about what 
you expect, it’s your fault.

foCus intenseLy on taLent ManaGeMent 
Talent management always should be at the top of your “to do” list. 
Conduct thorough talent planning with the board at least once or 
twice per year, looking at the top 100 leaders. Get this team right and 
you’ll be okay, but get it wrong and you’ll never overcome it. You can’t 
be better than your team – it’s like being an editor and having a bunch 
of bad writers.

DeveLop suCCession pLans for the top 20 
Know your options in a “hit by a bus” scenario for the top 20, focusing 
on 2-3 internal and 2-3 external candidates. some companies pair 
their top leaders with board member mentors, rotating every two 
years, which gives the board visibility on the bench strength.

LooK for LeaDership sKiLLs 
At the top of good companies, everyone performs well on business 
results. Don’t make key appointments based on financial metrics. 
look at leadership capability. If you need an operator, get the best 
operator. If you need a strategist, get the best strategist. If you need 
someone with cultural sensitivity, go for that.

there’s no suBstitute for Great Line LeaDers   
no company can be better than its vice president population. like 
nCos in the military, they run the company, drive the values and 
make the hiring decisions.
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5.  d r i v e  tA l e n t  m A n A g e m e n t 
&  s U C C e s s i o n 
continued

Best efforts are not enouGh 
high performing teams back each other up, but if you consistently are 
not pulling your weight, you’re out. B-minus players don’t get better. 
Best efforts are for intramural sports. This is varsity: “Do you want to 
play or not?”

reMove BLoCKers 
Don’t let headquarters-based functional heads block change. Good 
business unit leaders view it as emancipation when poor-performing 
hQ people are replaced. 

unLoCK hiDDen potentiaL 
The hardest job in talent management is to identify and unlock the 
people down the line who have been there all along, are ready for a 
new strategy and culture, and can take on more leadership.

strive for orGanizationaL CLarity 
The fundamental principle for organizations is clear lines of authority 
and responsibility. matrix organizations are anathema to effective 
leadership. 

DeManD aCCountaBiLity froM the operatinG 
LeaDers 
You’re the conductor and facilitator, but performance pressure should 
be shared appropriately with the operating executives. make sure that 
all assets and P&l responsibility reside in the operating units. Develop 
clear metrics and remain consistent. hold unit heads accountable to 
the board and the street. 

peopLe are watChinG 
When making tough moves – removing leaders, laying people off, 
closing plants – remember that the whole company is watching. Treat 
them with dignity and provide as much support as possible. You want 
partnerships with your people, not transactions.
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5.  d r i v e  tA l e n t  m A n A g e m e n t 
&  s U C C e s s i o n 
continued

 you are the Driver of stronG Ceo suCCession 
pLanninG 
•		CEO	succession	planning	starts	immediately,	in	your	first	year.	It’s	

your responsibility to have multiple candidates ready, well before the 
earliest date of your reasonable retirement – candidates the board 
knows well and in whom they have confidence. Plot out potential 
candidates and their readiness against various age-based retirement 
scenarios for yourself. 

•		Collaborate	with	the	board	on	a	list	of	criteria	for	the	“perfect	CEO.”	
Focus on the skills and attributes the company will need for the 
future, not the past or even the present.

•		The	process	of	developing	potential	successors	and	sharing	power	is	
hard for a long-tenured Ceo. The board must play a role to ensure a 
disciplined approach.

•		Try	to	take	social	judgments	off	the	table	–	sometimes	directors	fall	
in love with their own candidates to the detriment of the process. 
Keep the board focused on results, not personalities. Character and 
behavior are more important than personality. It’s about values being 
aligned with the organization.

•		Neutralize	the	influence	of	HR.	A	slick	HR	process	can	make	
everyone sound like they have a perfect resume. Build a catalog of 
performance data for each candidate and share the results as part of 
the routine succession planning process.

•		You	pick	the	slate,	you	don’t	pick	your	successor.	Don’t	bet	on	a	
horse – you want all horses to run past the finish line. The board will 
push you to commit and name your preferred successor. Give them 
the information they need, but resist committing, at least until late 
in the process. 

•		Make	sure	the	board	knows	all	the	players	–	not	just	from	their	
formal interactions, but personally. site visits and overseas travel 
provides a good opportunity to build relationships.

•		It’s	hard	for	the	board	to	let	go	when	things	are	going	well,	and	the	
prospect of adjusting to a new Ceo’s expectations and processes 
can be daunting for them. Get yourself and your board ready for the 
transition. When you’re ready, communicate it clearly. sometimes 
the board won’t take it seriously until they really believe that you’re 
going to leave.
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6.  m A n A g e  i n v e s t o r 
e X p e C t At i o n s

Maintain your credibility by telling it like it is.

MiniMize “Ceo taLK” 
maintain your credibility by telling it like it is. Avoid the trap: 
“nothing but good news. Things are wonderful and getting better.”

you’re a Lion taMer here, too 
You may be operationally prepared to be Ceo, but you’re probably 
not prepared to deal with activist shareholders.

artiCuLate your strateGy 
Take the time to communicate your strategy at a level that the  
sell-side will understand. manage their expectations, deliver what  
you promised, repeat.

GuiDanCe – yes or no  
•		It’s	a	very	industry-	and	company-specific	decision,	depending	upon	

the predictability of your earnings. Whether you issue guidance or 
not, there will always be expectations to manage.

•		It’s	hard	to	say	empirically	that	companies	that	give	guidance	receive	
higher earnings multiples, and there’s no evidence that starting or 
stopping guidance has any impact on value.

•		Some	companies,	like	Microsoft	and	GE,	have	stopped	issuing	
guidance. Instead, they give directional input on macro business 
drivers, but let the analysts’ develop their own modeling 
assumptions.

•		Guidance	does	provide	good	internal	discipline.	It	forces	you	and	 
your team to commit to goals, and it helps establish a consistent 
annual operating rhythm.

•		If	you	do	give	guidance,	consider	only	annual	guidance,	with	some	
expectation management during the year. Quarterly guidance can 
become too much of a distraction internally.
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6.  m A n A g e  i n v e s t o r 
e X p e C t At i o n s 
continued

the BoarD’s roLe with investors 
A 2012 survey indicated that 15% of companies let directors talk  
to investors in some capacity. Ceo Academy® panelists are of two  
camps regarding the role directors should play:

•		viewpoint 1: Board members should not talk to investors about 
the business. They’re simply not engaged at the operational level 
to know the details. It’s okay to have directors in the room to learn 
how investors perceive the company, but they should not comment 
or opine. Find a way to not have a director represent the company 
while still being responsive to investor requests, e.g., use the CFo 
or outside consultants instead. Go overboard communicating with 
shareholders, just not via directors.

•		viewpoint 2: Times are changing. We’re naïve if we think we can 
put up a “no director” boundary. While a director should never 
represent the company, there are situations where directors can play 
a role, such as on governance and compensation philosophy issues. 
You need to define a clear, finite set of circumstances under which 
you’d put certain directors out there. 

•		There	was	consensus,	however,	that	dealing	with	the	press	can	be	an	
even bigger challenge than dealing with shareholder activists. Back 
and forth sniping between the board and press can be damaging. 
Consider putting a “no talking to the press” clause in your board 
governance documents – you’ll need it.
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“You’re going to be humbled 
by this job if you’re in it 

long enough. Remember, it’s 
about the company, not you – 
companies live for centuries  

and you’re only a steward for 
10-15 years.”

 

– George David,  
former Chairman & CEO,  

United Technologies Corporation

 personAl 
disCipline
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7.  p r A C t i C e  e f f e C t i v e  t i m e 
m A n A g e m e n t

focus on the vital few rather than the trivial many.

soMe thinGs are yours aLone  
look for things that only you can worry about – stuff that is essential 
to get right, but no one but you will think about or be accountable for. 
make a list of what won’t happen if you don’t do it.

Get the BiG ones riGht 
You may only have 10-15 critical decisions a year. Give them the time 
they deserve and know when to push lesser decisions to the back 
burner. Focus on the vital few rather than the trivial many, and don’t 
let the urgent squeeze out the important.

prioritize Growth 
every employee, partner, and stakeholder holds you accountable for 
growth, so spend your time on whatever drives growth. Focus on the 
things that actually move the needle.

Choose Between tasKs anD iMpaCt  
The crush of tasks can be relentless – speeches, appearances, site visits, 
media, emails, etc. look back every few months to assess if the time 
you spent on various matters matches their impact.

ManaGe the MessaGinG fLow 
Beware the ubiquity and “always on” nature of electronic 
communications. Develop a plan to handle the constant deluge,  
or it will bury you.  When someone sends you a lot of information, 
only send a little back, lest your response start another avalanche of 
communications and work.

spenD More tiMe on what’s iMportant 
There are probably fewer than 10 things that you’ll absolutely need 
to get right during your tenure – bias your time toward those musts. 
looking back, Ceos often feel that they didn’t spend enough time on 
truly important things. They frequently regret not devoting more time 
to: board relations; leadership talent development (top 100); long-
term strategy and competitive dynamics; r&D; government relations; 
risk management; key investors.

stay foCuseD on exeCution 
But maintain the right altitude – develop controls to help you 
determine how deep you need to go.
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7.  p r A C t i C e  e f f e C t i v e  t i m e 
m A n A g e m e n t 
continued

who you spenD your tiMe with is equaLLy 
iMportant 
Customers and front line employees are the heartbeat of the business 
and an early warning system. Don’t waste your time telling your story 
to anyone else. seek customer interaction, and spend a vast amount of 
time communicating with employees. 

tiMe aLLoCation is situationaL 
It depends upon strategic context and where the company is in its 
lifecycle. have your head in the clouds and feet on the ground, and 
know when to be where. reallocate your focus periodically (perhaps 
every 90 days).

proviDe the riGht LeveL of LeaDership at  
the riGht tiMe 
Figure out what’s just right. For the sake of your leadership team, 
however, be consistent. spend more time with new leaders or leaders 
who are tackling big issues, while giving others more rope. 

stay fresh 
You may be thinking of the company all the time, but pace yourself. 
Don’t let the job eat you. It’s tough to make good decisions if you’re 
constantly grinding. Find a way to recharge and keep your energy up.

Don’t iGnore reGuLatory issues 
regulatory issues demand ever-more attention from senior leadership. 
But don’t allow them to smother your forward agenda or squeeze 
out value creation. That said, getting into the regulatory penalty box 
can be incredibly distracting and time consuming, so make sure you 
spend the time necessary to avoid any problems.

outsiDe BoarD experienCe Can Be a GooD  
use of tiMe 
It gives you perspective on operating issues and shows you how a 
board thinks and how they view the Ceo. Being on the right board 
(i.e., a high performing board, alongside a strong management team) 
can be a tremendous learning experience.

reConsiDer Corporate airCraft 
Despite the public outcry, private aircraft can be extraordinary time 
management tools, particularly if you have far-flung operations and 
constituents.
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8.  m A i n t A i n  s i t U At i o n A l 
AwA r e n e s s 

if you sense danger, listen,  
because it’s probably worse than you think.

DeveLop a nose for DanGer 
In the military, they call it maintaining situational awareness. You 
need to be constantly vigilant for significant danger, with a combat-
tough view of your environment. nobody trained you for it, but you’re 
in combat now.

you’re not in Kansas anyMore 
In your old job, if you missed your numbers your boss would be mad. 
In this job, if you miss something big it can be devastating for the 
company.

if you sense DanGer, Listen 
Because it’s probably worse than you think.  

reLy on your teaM’s instinCts 
sometimes it takes a collective to see a train coming – listen to your 
team and your board on risk awareness.

you have no frienDs anyMore 
Danger today can come from anywhere – compliance, policymakers 
and regulators, investors, media, suppliers, distributors, customers. 
realize that a lot of people may be rooting against you. That said, 
don’t be paranoid.

prepare for intense sCrutiny 
every aspect of your life will now be scrutinized. It’s hard. everything 
you say, write and do will be watched closely. self-editing is tough, but 
it’s crucial.

Lay Low 
Don’t draw any additional attention to yourself. If you dine at the cult 
of Ceo personality all day, it will eventually get you. Ceos on blogs, 
Facebook or Twitter – they’re nuts. And think twice before you hit 
“send” on any email.
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8.  m A i n t A i n  s i t U At i o n A l 
AwA r e n e s s   

continued

Know where to turn for trusteD aDviCe 
•		Find	the	one	or	two	executives	with	whom	you	have	that	extra	level	

of trust when confronting the toughest issues. It’s not necessarily  
a personal relationship, just a trust thing.

•		Rely	on	different	senior	team	members	situationally.	Hire	athletes	
and surround yourself with a diversity of people and perspectives. 
sometimes the best advice comes from someone whose area of 
expertise is outside the immediate issue. Don’t be predictable  
– go out to the field unattended and get the front-line perspective.

•		Cultivate	a	group	of	trusted	external	advisors	(e.g.,	lawyers,	bankers,	
crisis managers) before you have to respond to a major event.
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9.  s t Ay  g r o U n d e d

Keep your ego in check and remain humble.
 

it’s not aBout you 
Companies go off the rails when a Ceo’s ego gets intertwined with the 
company’s direction. You’re going to be humbled by this job if you’re 
in it long enough. remember that companies live for centuries and 
you’re only a steward for 10-15 years.

you’ve Got to earn it 
some think they’ve reached the hall of Fame when they get the job. In 
reality, you’ve just won a starting job in the nFl, but you haven’t even 
completed a pass yet. Being Ceo is like being a navy seAl – you 
don’t have to do it, you choose to, so live up to the obligations.

worK-Life BaLanCe 
There’s no such thing as balance, you’re always on call. so learn how 
to compartmentalize – it takes discipline, but it’s incredibly important. 
That said, when you’re in the office, be a good role model – don’t 
spend endless hours in the office just for show.

prioritize faMiLy anD frienDs 
have people in your personal life who understand, give you flexibility, 
and continuously refresh and support you. Be in the moment with 
them. If there’s a work emergency, it will find you.

you’re stiLL the Boss 
lots of leaders have a need to be loved by their subordinates – resist it. 
Your team should trust, respect, and even like you. But don’t cross the 
line – it’s not a locker room. You don’t need to be loved by all. 

Don’t Be afraiD to faiL 
every once in a while, you’ve got to bet your job to advance the 
enterprise. But don’t bet the company.

have fun 
You’ve got your shot, so enjoy it and maintain your sense of humor. 
Winning teams tend to be joyful. If you’re not joyful at your job, you 
shouldn’t do it. 
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“Maintain laser-like focus on your top  
3-5 priorities – avoid the trap of trying  

to do everything at once.”
– George David, former Chairman & CEO,  

United Technologies Corporation

 “when you’re new, you tend to want to please 
 – don’t overpromise or overcommit. earn  

credibility by delivering consistently.”
– Maggie Wilderotter, Chairman & CEO, Frontier  

Communications Corporation

“There may only be 10 truly critical decisions 
in your entire tenure – focus on the few things 

that can really move the needle.”
– Ed Breen, Chairman and former CEO, Tyco

“Being Ceo is like being a navy seaL –  
you didn’t have to do it, but you chose to,  

so live up to the obligations.” 
 – Ron Williams, former Chairman & CEO, Aetna Inc.
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“you’re the catalyst for change – set the 
agenda, remove obstacles, give people 
permission to change, and convince  

them they can win.” 
– Anne Mulcahy, former Chairman & CEO, Xerox Corporation 

“remember that financial metrics are just 
reflections of underlying factors that can be 
changed. economic profit is like the moon  

– it has no light of its own.”
– Bob Lane, former Chairman & CEO, Deere & Company

 “every once in a while you’ve got to bet  
your job to advance the enterprise  

– just don’t bet the company.”

– Kevin Sharer, former Chairman & CEO, Amgen Inc.

“trust your instincts and impose your will 
– the company needs leadership – if you’re 

wrong, you’ll pay the price, but if you’re right, 
it can be very powerful.”

– Ivan Seidenberg, former Chairman & CEO, Verizon 

Communications Inc.
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“Becoming CEO is a 
jump-shift. There’s no real 
preparation for the job.”

– A.G. Lafley,  
Chairman & CEO, The Procter & Gamble Company
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pUblished by priUm

For more information please contact  
Donna Gregor at 215.656.5348 or donna@theprium.com.

www.ceoacademyinc.com
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