
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

CEOs face a leadership conundrum:  many are reluctant to give 

up authority, but as the organization grows, it becomes nearly 

impossible for the CEO to stay involved in every area of the 

company. In order to play a true leadership role, a CEO must 

allocate time to create the broadest value across the company.  

The most effective way to do this is to identify the roles where 

the value of the CEO’s time is multiplied by the scale of the 

organization. This white paper explores the various roles a 

CEO can play that potentially offer the highest value. 

Maximizing CEO Effectiveness:
How to allocate time in a growth-oriented 
environment.
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InTROdUCTIOn: ThE IMpORTAnCE Of dEfInIng CEO VAlUE

Chief executive officers — and especially CEOs of growth-oriented 

enterprises — face something of a leadership conundrum. On one hand, if they 

are at all entrepreneurial in nature, they generally have an innate sense of 

responsibility for every aspect of the enterprise, from fund-raising to strategizing, 

sales and marketing to operations. Many find it difficult to cede ultimate 

decision-making authority in any area. But here’s the rub. As the organization 

grows, it becomes nearly impossible for the CEO to keep his fingers in so many 

different pies. The CEO’s impact becomes increasingly diluted, he wastes too 

much time on minutiae that return little or no value to the business, and he can 

end up in the role of corporate fireman, rushing from one perceived crisis to the 

next and losing sight of the bigger picture.

In order to play a true leadership role within the organization, CEOs must find 

ways to maximize their contribution to value creation. “The real question here  

is, what is value?” says nigel nicholson, professor of organizational behavior  

at London Business School. “Defining or recognizing what is truly valuable to  

a business is a key feature of the leader’s role.” 

Once value is defined, the most effective way for CEOs to maximize their 

contribution is to identify the roles where the value of their time is multiplied by 

the scale of the organization. To some extent, these roles may be determined by 

the specific nature of the business, but the common thread is around leveraging 

actions to increase their impact throughout the company. for example, offers Jim 

Schleckser, president and partner of CEO Project, a firm that coaches CEOs to 

higher levels of performance using structured methodology, a CEO who adopts 

the role of coach and helps 10 employees improve their performance between 

5 percent and 10 percent apiece has the cumulative impact of increasing 

organizational performance by an aggregate of those individual gains. That 

CEO leverages his role as coach to deliver meaningful, permanent value to 

the enterprise. This white paper explores the various roles CEOs can play that 

potentially offer the highest value to their organizations. 

CEO AS ARChITECT

Perhaps the most important role of the CEO is “architect-in-chief” of the 

organization, Schleckser says. That means spending time on such things as 

organizational design, improving the business model, changing the way the 

company goes to market, targeting new customer bases and other potentially 

paradigm-shifting activities. “What all these things have in common is their 

CEOs often fall victim to the 

same kinds of mistakes, 

leadership experts say. While 

CEOs are responsible to many 

stakeholder groups, from 

employees and shareholders 

to the community at large, they 

often try to allocate their time 

equally among all of them. 

“The end result is that they 

are spread too thin, and they 

end up not spending enough 

time on the significant things 

that can really change their 

organization,” says Schleckser.
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potential to make things better, faster or easier for the entire organization,”  

he says. This may represent the ultimate form of leverage for the CEO’s role 

because there are virtually no limits on the scope of its impact on all aspects  

of the business. “More than ever, CEOs must identify what their organization can 

do better than anyone else, and what it should be doing better than anyone else, 

and pursue the latter with relentless focus,” says Justin Menkes, a consultant  

at executive search firm Spencer Stuart and author of Better Under Pressure 

(Harvard Business Press, May 2011).

The CEO is responsible for the critical conceptual aspects of the organization. 

“CEOs need to be committed to building an organization that has pride in its 

purpose, group identification, trust and fairness,” says Leanne Edwards, president 

and owner of consulting firm Leadership Management International. Robert 

E. Mittelstaedt, Jr., dean of the W.P. Carey School of Business at Arizona State 

University, stresses the importance of the CEO as strategist. In order to truly add 

value to an organization, the CEO “should understand the strategic context for the 

company, industry and global environment to anticipate where the company should 

add value in the future and position the company to conquer or create that space 

before others do,” he says. “Critical thinking and synthesis of a range of inputs 

and information, with a flair for thinking differently, are important.”

Another important aspect of the CEO’s role as architect is anticipating, managing 

and leading change. “The CEO should be the eyes of the company, understanding 

the lessons learned from the past, while also fully launching their vision into 

the future,” says gabriela Cora, a consultant who works with companies during 

periods of change, such as transitioning from one CEO to the next. In a business 

environment where change occurs with increasing speed, it is important that 

CEOs embrace the role of leading that change. “The issue of speed becomes very 

important. The CEO is the driver of the pace car, and to the degree CEOs accept 

that role, the more effective their organizations will be,” says Jim Haudan, CEO of 

global consultancy Root Learning and author of The Art of Engagement: Bridging 

the gap Between People and Possibilities (Mcgraw-Hill, July 2008).

Being architect-in-chief involves having the fortitude to question even the most 

basic assumptions about the organization, including its current business 

model. far too often, that’s something CEOs hesitate to do, Schleckser says. 

Characteristics of a good business model include demand that exceeds supply for 

the company’s products/services or the ability to create such demand; a broad set 

of potential customers willing to pay for the value they derive from those products/

services; recurring revenues that can be relied on to consistently provide at least 

70 to 80 percent of annual sales volume; and the ability to produce sustainable 

net operating margins of 10 percent or more. If the current business model falls 

short, the CEO must determine whether the company’s existing assets can be 

Other common CEO mistakes 

include:

 y Failure to differentiate between 

“urgent” and “important.”

 y Getting caught in a cycle  

of fixing problems instead of 

building an organization and 

leadership capacity.

 yWorking tactically instead  

of strategically.

 y Delving into details better left  

to others.

 y Spending too much time with 

demanding but unimportant 

customers and too little time with 

important customers and partners 

who might not be complaining.

 y Reluctance to make tough, 

uncomfortable, or unpopular 

decisions.

 y  Failure to regularly get up from their 

desks, walk the entire organization, 

and talk to employees at all levels.

 y Focusing on areas associated with 

their core strengths to the neglect 

of areas that may be important 

but where they have less personal 

experience.

 y  Devoting too much time to being 

the public face of the company in 

the media.

 y  Not demanding enough of the 

people around them and not 

holding them accountable for 

results.
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migrated to a new business model that will support a higher value proposition, 

(i.e., using the current business model as a springboard to a better one), 

Schleckser says. If that’s not possible, the logical option is to sell the business,  

if a buyer can be found, or abandon it and move on to something else, if it is 

simply unsalable.

CEO AS CTO (ChIEf TAlEnT OffICER)

Architect-in-chief may be the role that represents CEOs’ greatest potential to 

multiply their effectiveness throughout the organization in a permanent manner,  

but chief talent officer is surely a close second. getting the right people, 

developing them, and — most importantly — getting rid of the wrong ones is one 

of the most important things a CEO can do to create value that can be leveraged 

across the entire enterprise. “CEOs should inspire with clarity and charisma, 

inviting people to follow them because of earned trust and loyalty,” Cora says.  

“In the era of collaboration, wise CEOs will surround themselves with outstanding 

complementary and supportive senior executives.” 

Schleckser agrees, noting that CEOs are responsible for securing three types of 

talent: individual, team and external. While CEOs typically pay reasonable attention 

to their individual talent, most business ventures today take place in a team 

environment, often utilizing outside partners and subcontractors in conjunction 

with internal human resources. “CEOs who successfully develop teams working at 

a high level can build a significant competitive advantage that is leveraged across 

the entire business,” he says. 

In Higher Ambition: How great Leaders Create Economic and Social Value 

(forthcoming from Harvard Business Press, September 2011), Michael Beers, 

professor emeritus at Harvard Business School and a partner in research and 

consulting firm TruePoint, examines the leaders of organizations that routinely 

outperformed their competition and the market, and he identifies the qualities that 

set them apart from their peers. These “higher ambition” CEOs all demonstrated 

awareness that they had to engage their people in a process of collective 

leadership in order to be successful, he says. The process involves CEOs making 

key people in the company partners in their journey to greater effectiveness, high 

commitment and high performance. 

“These CEOs understood that designing and building a healthy and effective 

leadership team, culture and organization was the key to their long-term success,” 

Beers says. “Of course, they all identified immediate problems that had to be fixed, 

but the longer-term agenda of building a great organization became the central 

focus within a year to two years.”
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At a more granular level, the CEO as CTO is responsible for making sure the 

company has the right mix of employees at the right levels of the organization. 

Schleckser categorizes the universe of potential employees as “A,” “B,” and “C” 

players. “A” players are true superstars, the kind who regularly excel and exceed 

expectations. They anticipate needs and drive innovative improvements to the 

business. “B” players are the offensive lineman on the team — reliable, hard 

workers who get the job done without much flash. They represent the bulk of most 

successful organizations’ human resources roster. “C” players are simply everyone 

else, employees who clock in and take up space but can’t (or won’t) consistently 

deliver high-quality work.

Schleckser suggests that many CEOs aren’t adept at rating their own subordinates, 

with a tendency to assign “A” ratings to those who are in reality “B” players and 

“B” ratings to those who are actually “C” players. This is one area where CEOs 

can really leverage their role as value-adders. After the CEO himself, the most 

important person in a company is usually the manager at the company’s point 

of constraint, which is often sales and marketing. “Having true ‘A’ players in the 

most critical positions is a huge plus for any company,” he says. “A distinguishing 

characteristic of exceptional CEOs is the ability to differentiate between ‘A,’ ‘B’ and 

‘C’ players and to act decisively to improve the organization’s talent pool based on 

those assessments.”

CEO AS pROCESS-IMpROVEMEnT EngInEER

The third major high-leverage role through which CEOs can add significant 

permanent value to their organization is as the engineer of continuous 

improvement of the company’s processes and systems, with the objectives 

of increasing value to customers; doing things “better, faster, cheaper;” and 

increasing output across the board, Schleckser says. While a CEO’s first priorities 

should be setting the organization’s vision and providing its leadership, says 

Kenneth Beck, president of the Wharton Club of new York and CEO of CEO 

Connection, an organization that facilitates peer-to-peer interactions among CEOs, 

“It is also the CEO’s responsibility to create an infrastructure that is rigid enough 

to enforce productivity and profitability but flexible enough to promote innovation 

and new ideas.”

In small and mid-sized companies, in particular, the primary opportunity for CEOs 

to add value in the area of processes and systems is by leading innovation, says 

Mark faust, principal in growth and turnaround consultancy Echelon Management 

International and author of growth or Bust: Proven Turnaround Strategies to grow 

Your Business (Career Press, July 2011). “I literally have clients whom we have 

given the moniker of CIO — chief innovation officer — as an adjunct to their title,”  

Important Leadership Attributes 

of CEOs

 y Realistic optimism

 y Subservience to purpose

 y Ability to find order in chaos

 y Courage to finish what they start

 y Capacity to listen intently  

and care deeply

 y Humility

 y Vision

 y Gift of exhortation

 y Integrity

 y Ability to see opportunity  

in challenge

 y Openness to change

 y Effective time-management skills

 y Confidence and resilience

 y Empathy

 y Strong ethics

 y Critical and strategic thinking

 y Bias for action

 y Strong judge of people

 y Ability to systematically 

communicate consistent messages 

to employees and customers

 y Ability to gauge important business 

indicators and reward performance

 y Clear vision

 y Intellectual capability

 y Belief in the necessity  

of collaboration

 y  Uncompromising on things  

that matter
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he says. “Their increased focus on innovation has been responsible for 

incremental increases in growth as high as nine figures for a nine-figure business.”

faust stipulates that innovation is the root of all growth and every turnaround, that 

the core functions of any business are innovation and marketing, and that the two 

are inextricably connected. He argues that CEOs and their leadership teams “must 

know that innovation doesn’t only apply to product improvements, but to service 

and even internal process improvement as well. Most especially, it needs to apply 

to all elements that affect the growth of revenue and profitability.” Building a 

culture of innovation is a top-down undertaking that has to start with the CEO, and 

innovation must be an ongoing process at sustainable levels. It should be holistic, 

include the customer, and be driven by both organizational and individual input, 

faust says.

Opportunities for CEOs to add value in processes and systems exist in four 

areas, Schleckser says: design and creation of products and services; sales and 

marketing; product/service delivery; and overhead functions that support the three 

preceding functions. “In many cases, CEOs spend too much time on executing 

those functions and not enough on evaluating and improving them,” he says. 

Root Learning’s Haudan describes the problem as CEOs spending too much time 

“in” the business and not enough time “on” the business. “The first refers to the 

day-to-day stuff associated with quarterly performance, while the latter is more 

forward-looking. It’s about bringing strategy to life, developing new capabilities, 

and improving processes and systems,” he says. “In our work with CEOs, we find 

they typically are spending 75 percent of their time in the business and just 25 

percent of their time on the business.” Many of them realize they should flip those 

percentages, but the challenge is that, in good times or bad, people are inclined to 

go back to what they know, Haudan adds. “As we get higher up in the organization, 

we become more preoccupied with what we might lose rather than what we might 

create. Stellar CEOs can always answer the question about what they are creating 

right now and what they consider so important that they’re willing to risk taking a 

loss in pursuit of it.” 

COnClUSIOn

As London Business School’s nicholson notes, one of a CEO’s most important 

charges is defining or recognizing what is truly valuable to the business. The 

three roles outlined here — architect-in-chief, CTO and process-improvement 

engineer — offer strong potential for CEOs to leverage their ability to add 

permanent value to their organizations in most situations, but the responsibility 

for defining what represents value and prioritizing multiple value-adds for a specific 
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enterprise rests with the individual CEO. It would be difficult to overstate the 

importance of that responsibility.

“The ability of the CEO to provide value-adding leadership is hugely significant to 

an organization’s potential for success,” says Haudan. CEOs must be prepared to 

brutally define reality; to embrace creative dissatisfaction as an ally, not an enemy; 

and to comprehend the role of driving and leading change as a multi-year process 

as important as any other for the business, he adds. 

Schleckser points out that nothing is guaranteed — in life or in business — but 

that you rarely see a highly successful organization with a poor leader. “With a 

poor leader, the probability of success is low, but with a good leader, it goes much 

higher.” He advises CEOs who want to improve their performance to approach 

that objective as they would a sport: “Practice and learn and play with people who 

are better than you,” he says. “get into groups and organizations, and find great, 

capable leaders you can model.”

Beers is adamant about the importance of the CEO’s leadership role. “The CEO 

makes all the difference in separating high-performing and high-commitment 

organizations from the others,” he says. “In TruePoint’s research, the one factor 

we’ve seen that unites highly successful organizations regardless of size, industry 

or geographic location is higher-ambition leadership — the simultaneous pursuit 

of both social and economic value. In this environment, the CEO’s decisions 

contribute value to investors, employees, customers, the community and society.”


