December Luncheon Report 

CMO: Mission Impossible or Ultimate Career Challenge?
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  By Tom Tarr   Owner, TomTheWordsmith

As Greg Welch, one of the top chief marketing officer recruiters in the industry, began his presentation at the December BMA MarketingMasters Luncheon, you couldn’t help but wonder if the position of CMO has become mission impossible. 

From his unique vantage point as global practice leader for Spencer Stuart’s Consumer Goods & Services Practice, Welch has seen data that illustrate what marketing executives live day to day: The CMO position is a very complex and extremely demanding job and that being top in your field does not necessarily guarantee a long and successful tenure. 

And Welch should know. He is also the founder of the Spencer Stuart’s Marketing Officer Practice, which in the last three years alone has conducted more than 1,600 senior-level marketing searches, including assignments for Caremark Rx, Con-way, DHL, Ecolab and Protection One, to name a few.

A Chief Concern
2008 CEO Tenure 60 months
2008 CFO Tenure 49 months
2008 CMO Tenure 28.4 months

Tenure for CMO, CEO, CFO
As Welch presented data from a survey of the top 100 U.S. companies comparing the tenure of CMOs with that of chief executive and chief financial officers, he shared his surprise at the results. “I thought, this is crazy. How can these top-performing, smart, well-trained people only sit in these jobs for two years? So at Spencer Stuart we tried to pull this situation apart and see why.” 

“These jobs have become very complex; they have really become general manager jobs and they manage a wide range of talents and diverse groups of people—from sociologists to mathematicians to CRM experts.”

Referring again to the survey of the top 100 U.S. companies, Welch pointed out that of the 40 CMO positions incurring personnel changes, only three of these openings came about because someone was promoted out of the CMO role.

“I used to think that marketing was a great path to becoming a CEO. But the stats suggest that a career in marketing may not be the best way to get to the corner office,” Welch conceded. “Things aren’t pretty, and marketers have their hands full.”

Yet it isn’t all doom and gloom for marketers from Welch’s perspective. “Few functional areas within a company have the opportunity to touch and impact this many areas within the company,” said Welch. “Marketing leaders have unique access to areas such as sales, manufacturing, finance, operations, the supply chain.”

CMO Skills: Most Needed, Most Lacking
Offering a deeper dive into the apparent marketer’s career conundrum, Welch to presented data from a 2006 Spencer Stuart survey of several hundred marketers, representing varying levels within marketing departments, not just CMOs.

“We specifically asked people, ‘What are the skills most needed to be a successful CMO today?’ and ‘What skills are most lacking?’ It was most telling to see that from the skills people identified as most needed, the survey results indicated strategic advisor to CEO, a strategic vision and change agent as the three most lacking skills,” Welch explained.

Top Nine Skills a CMO Needs
1. A Strategic Vision

2. Build Internal Relationships

3. Exceptional Communications Skills

4. Strategic Adviser to CEO

5. Collaboration

6. Innovation

7. Upgrade Marketing Talent

8. Change Agent

9. Financial Management

Source: Spencer Stuart 2006 Survey

What a Great CMO Looks Like
Welch asked for a show of hands from the audience of the people who felt they were receiving good professional development. Startlingly few hands went up in The Standard Club’s Grand Ballroom and a notable reaction from the audience could be heard. “First and foremost, good CMOs take control of their own career development, they fix their own blind spots,” Welch continued, suggesting what many may have heard earlier in their careers: your professional development is ultimately your own responsibility. 

Welch went on to suggest a number of steps a marketer can use that are similar to the process his team uses with clients at the start of an assignment. “Define what your company really needs; CMO roles vary greatly by company. Then define your own competencies. If you’re a job seeker, create a one- or two-page document matching up your competencies with the spec sheet for the position,” he said. “This sounds simple, but don’t count on anyone else doing this for you.

“Finally, take a look at how would you score your internal marketing,” Welch continued. “How well do you market your marketing?”

Welch suggested the following traits are common among today’s top CMOs:

· Good on Their Feet—And not just at public speaking. Great CMOs are passionate leaders, transparent, honest and frame things in terms of the greater good of the company. 

· Curious—They ask a lot of questions, not forgetting their peers or their internal customers in addition to external customers. 

· Translators—You must be willing to take on the toughest challenges and turn them into successes. 

· Flexible—A trusted leader can make tough things happen, such as short-term cutbacks, without losing credibility. 

· Builders—CMOs build relationships, inspire trust, let good people grow. 

· Analytical—Great marketers learn how to explain and sell their ideas through transparency.

10 Characteristics to Improve Your Odds
1. Fanatical Customer Orientation—Keep the customer at the center of all decision making.

2. Global Perspective—Be able to adapt to differing geographies and cultures.

3. Influence and Impact—Maintain positive relationships and harness the power of diverse points of view.

4. Hands-On Leadership—Have a strong sense of direction, yet delegate.

5. Self-Awareness—Continually check in with constituents.

6. Results-Focused—Learn to balance short- and long-term needs without compromising quality.

7. Take Risks—Look upon failures as opportunities for growth.

8. Strategic Thinker—Sees around corners.

9. Team Player—Set the example.

10. Technical Expertise—Stay current.

Source: Spencer Stuart

Start Your Own CMO Training Program
Just like trying to lose weight, quit smoking or otherwise make dramatic life changes, taking control of your career is best approached in bite-sized pieces, Welch shared a recent conversation with tennis great Andre Agassi, who shared his philosophy that “each day I don’t need to get two days better, but I do need to get one day better”

Welch’s range of recommendations included:

· Get in shape physically. 

· Get a coach; don’t try and go it alone. 

· Continue to expand your network. 

· Create a personal board of directors. 

· Work your way into a plum assignment—then build momentum early. 

· Manage your career like a brand.

Tom Tarr is a Chicago-based writer and creative strategist. As a writer and creative strategist Tom helps companies achieve more impact from their communications efforts, often in overlooked or unexpected ways.
