Lessons learned
from first-time tech CEOs

The new CEO: a high-visibility job
with unforeseen difficulties
When he appeared on stage, the late Apple CEO Steve Jobs sported gray New
Balance 991 sneakers. When Google launched its Chrome operating system in
2009, co-founder Sergey Brin’s barefoot-looking FiveFingers — which he called
his “crazy monkey shoes” — earned a press release from their maker, Vibram.
Mark Zuckerberg’s Adidas Slides are as iconic as Facebook’s “Like” button.
That anyone knows anything about these individuals’ footwear says something about the unusual cultural standing of today’s technology CEOs. They
are mascot and technocrat, evangelist and strategist. Their every word and
move is scrutinized — and often criticized — by customers, financial analysts,
employees, and competitors.
Executives across the tech sector may dream of stepping into those shoes,
but most don’t realize what a drastic change becoming a CEO represents.
Korn/Ferry International has interviewed, assessed and developed thousands
of CEOs, and we have found that the characteristics they need to succeed are
distinct from those required by any other senior-level job. Not only do new
CEOs take on monumental tasks and an exponential increase in pressure,
they must perform with no unbiased support structure. Their essential
courage, stamina, persuasion, and optimism were evident in recent candid
interviews Korn/Ferry consultants conducted with more than twenty
technology sector CEOs — including many now in their first chief executive
job. Their accounts of what they got right and the situations they wished
they’d handled differently bring to light the once-in-a-lifetime problems that
surface when a CEO first takes the reins.

Fast and furious: What’s different
about leading in the technology sector
Taking the top spot in any industry is daunting, but at a tech company —
where the small margins for error, industry speed, and media interest put
extra scrutiny on executives — it can be even more harrowing. Being a tech
CEO takes a special mindset, one that is always future focused. “I think that
tech is probably one of the most fast-moving, ruthless businesses out there.
You have to have a certain personality and stamina. It’s a marathon,” says
Mike Gregoire, CEO of CA Technologies. “There is no neutral for tech. You are
either going up or going down. You really have to focus on staying ahead.”
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The furious pace of information and decisions is something CEOs wrestle
with, and is something many of them said they were not prepared for. Tech
CEOs need a healthy dose of “survival paranoia,” and need to anticipate the
future by constantly monitoring competitors, playing out potential scenarios,
and managing risks, before placing bets on the future. Tech firms don’t have
the luxury of developing products over years — in many cases, they must
respond to changes in their ecosystem in months or weeks. A CEO must be of
two minds — working in the present and the future simultaneously.

The skills to step into the CEO’s shoes
Korn/Ferry has assessed thousands
of CEOs and candidates for the job,
and the characteristics that matter
most have been clearly identified.
Many of these competencies are
very different from those found in the
CEOs’ direct reports, but with
deliberate action can be developed
well before moving into the top job.
An analysis of our multiple data sets
of assessment scores revealed that
successful CEOs particularly excel at
the following leadership skills:
Maintaining high (but focused)
energy. CEOs are excited by
challenges (in fact, they often seek
out new challenges). Their
perseverance and resilience are
noteworthy. Exceptional stamina is
required: it’s a 24/7 job and the CEO
is always “on.”
Focusing on the bottom line and
driving for results. CEOs have a
“buck stops here” mentality, and they
constantly push themselves and
others to meet or exceed goals. They
set high personal standards of
performance and demonstrate
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unwavering commitment to their
work.
Acting courageously and
decisively. CEOs confront difficult
situations and deal with trouble
continually and so they must be
exceedingly resourceful when it
comes to problem solving. They take
charge, make decisions, and take a
stand — even in the face of
uncertainty and risk. They project
self-confidence, take responsibility,
and they challenge others to do the
same.
Emotional intelligence. CEOs can’t
base decisions on personal feelings,
but they score highly on empathy.
That makes them acutely attuned to
the needs and motivations of others.
CEOs who are able to effectively
read the room and adapt their
messages to diverse audiences are
more trusted and build strong,
effective teams.
Influencing others. CEOs have to
get others to buy into their vision.
They excel at gaining support and
commitment and are able to get

others to view things in a certain
way. The best CEOs’ influence is
directly linked to their ability to
inspire and motivate.
Setting direction. CEOs are
expected to frame the organization’s
strategy and vision. They adeptly
assess the enterprise’s strengths
and weaknesses and they know what
needs to change to achieve the
company’s business objectives.
CEOs must provide clear direction to
help others align department, team,
and individual objectives to the
broader company strategy.
It is worth noting that intelligence is
not listed as a key to advancement.
Although intellectual horsepower is
certainly a “price of admission” skill
for all top executives, CEOs aren’t
necessarily smarter than their direct
reports. In other words, no one gets
to be CEO on brains alone. To
become CEO material, those who
want the top job should focus on
assignments and activities that
develop and demonstrate powerful
skills such as courage, influence,
and leading change.

CEOs also have to be conscious that their workforce is markedly different
from that of other industries. Managers and executives, like the CEOs, are
often younger than is typical elsewhere. Tech employees and managers also
reject rigid hierarchies. Instead, they look for latitude and a chance to show
off their creativity. Likewise, a CEO’s role might be less about creating order
and long-term planning and more about creating a culture in which
innovative ideas are captured, products can be developed quickly, and
everyone is agile enough to pivot if circumstances demand it.

Creator of culture: shaping
the context of leadership
Creating a culture, however, is a much more difficult task than streamlining
an org chart or working out operational kinks. Most CEOs said that getting
their companies heading in the right direction culturally and strategically
when they took charge was the most important task they faced.
For Gregg Lowe, CEO of Freescale Semiconductor, that meant making sweeping changes to illustrate how the tone of the company was evolving. Not only
did he scrap the corporate jet and reserved parking for executives, he insisted
that all of his senior team live nearby instead of commuting. “Take symbolic
action if you are trying to change a culture,” he suggests. “All of these actions
were both good for business, but also very visible signs to the employees that
we were following through on what I said we would build.”
Marissa Mayer — who was part of shaping the famed campus culture of Google
— took flak for killing Yahoo’s work-from-home policy shortly after becoming
its CEO. She later explained the move at the annual Great Place to Work
conference: it was part of a cultural shift Yahoo needed for transformation.
“People are more productive when they’re alone … but they’re more collaborative and innovative when they’re together,” she said. The company also
distributed smartphones and began offering free food, a la Google.
Almost all of the CEOs agreed that sometimes bold steps are needed to set the
tone. Accepting a broken culture or simply hoping it would evolve to fit new
strategies was a recipe for failure. “The CEO is the key to the culture of the
company,” says S.B. Cha, CEO of Kinestral Technologies. “You need to stick to
your principles. The core leadership team needs to live the culture.”
It also needs to trickle down to all parts of the organization. That’s why Gregg
Lowe at Freescale keeps tabs on all levels of his company by spending an hour
each day visiting various campus buildings and talking to employees. Steve
Wadsworth of Tapjoy says that engaging everyone is vital, especially since
specialists like engineers may have important input that won’t make it up to
the C-suite unless someone is soliciting it. Rajeev Suri, CEO of Nokia Solutions
and Networks (NSN), advises, “Always talk to the top one hundred people so
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you are grounded in reality. Don’t just let it be about only the very top
people or the executive board.”
But employee communication generally needs to stay positive — which can
be taxing — to keep up morale and engagement levels. “You need to be
optimistic. If I’m not hopeful, aggressive, and optimistic, then no one will
believe it,” says Rich Moran, CEO of Accretive Solutions. “You’re always on.
You can never forget you’re the CEO.”
Indeed, a CEO needs to be more careful with everything he or she says, Mike
Gregoire confirms. “A whisper from the top could be a scream down at the
bottom. So, your actions and everything you do is going to carry more
weight than it ever did when you were running a division,” he points out.

A peer group of one:
Finding allies and mentors
When Jim Whitehurst was tapped to take the helm at Red Hat, the COO
of Delta Air Lines thought transitioning to CEO would be relatively easy. At
the airline, all operating functions reported to him representing more than
90 percent of its eighty thousand employees. Red Hat, on the other hand,
had around 2,200. “I didn’t realize how different it would be,” Whitehurst
remembers. “The way you feel mentally, and the way people look at you
and treat you when you are the CEO is just fundamentally different. It’s
different having a boss versus being ‘the last guy.’ You are the man behind
the curtain.”
That theme was echoed by almost every chief executive Korn/Ferry
interviewed: no matter a CEO’s level of experience or confidence, self-doubt
and a sense of isolation came with the new title.
There’s no way to completely eliminate the stress and uncertainty that
accompany becoming the decision maker. Handling such pressure is what
gets people to the top floor in the first place. But many CEOs found it useful
to think of themselves as moderators. Instead of making decisions in
isolation, they suggest gathering and synthesizing the viewpoints of other
managers and trusted advisors.
Steve Wadsworth says he was surprised that as soon as he stepped into the
CEO role, his executive team looked to him to have all the answers to his
company’s problems. Instead, he directed them to debate and discuss
decisions, rather than rely solely on him. “I pushed back on them early,” he
says. “They were asking me, ‘Where are we going?’ I found that many of the
answers already existed in the organization and that the team had strong
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opinions about what needed to happen in the business, but they didn’t have
the process in place to draw them out.”
Specific solutions, of course, are different from objectives, which Rich Moran
says a chief executive needs from day one to give others clarity and direction.
In fact, most CEOs said that, especially in technology companies, getting off
to a fast start is imperative. The proverbial first one hundred days — the grace
period executives used to get to settle in and learn the job — is shrinking, and
boards and analysts, as well as employees, expect CEOs to start implementing
their ideas as soon as possible. “Technically you have ninety days, because the
board assesses you on a quarterly basis,” says Oleg Khaykin, CEO of
International Rectifier. “But in the first thirty days I had board members
asking me what I was going to do.” Rajeev Suri recalled that his formal
thirty-day transition to CEO was, in reality, more like a three-day on-the-job
handoff.

Get ready: Eight steps toward the corner office
We asked new CEOs in the
technology sector what career
experiences best prepared them to
step into the top job. The bottom line:
executives who want to be on the
CEO track should take on high risk,
highly visible roles in preparation.
Taken from our interviews, here
are some key experiences for
future CEOs:

Seek out challenge. Many CEOs
cited experiences in turnaround
situations or “projects that no one
wanted to lead” as critical to
development. Taking on business
challenges that involve rapid growth,
mergers and acquisitions, new
markets, or restructuring are
particularly helpful in preparing
for a CEO role.

Go broad. Many CEOs stated that
rotations through such functions as
sales, marketing, strategy, finance,
product development, and operations
were key to their grasp of the
whole business. Similarly, they
recommended different geographic
experiences to gain global exposure.

Get outside support. Candid yet
neutral, executive coaches or outside
mentors accelerate one’s
development as a leader. It’s also
helpful to take on a mentoring role
with others.

Manage diverse groups. Given the
globalized nature of technology,
understanding the nuances of how
to lead diverse workforce and
executive populations is a skill that’s
becoming increasingly important.

Work for leaders you admire.
Great CEOs often cite their own
bosses as important role models.
Seek out jobs under effective leaders
to see up close how it’s done.

Join a board. A director’s seat
gives executives new perspective
and insight into how boards and
CEOs interact.
Articulate a vision. Employees
expect a new CEO to have a point of
view about the company’s direction
from day one. Gain experience in
setting a vision and then persuading
and motivating people to support it.
Take general management roles.
Having experience as a general
manager for a business unit provides
preparatory profit-and-loss
responsibilities, helps you build a
track record of success, and would
ideally include some experience
dealing with Wall Street, regulators,
and other external stakeholders.
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Even as people are begging for just a few minutes of their time, many new
CEOs find one of the biggest pitfalls is isolation. Even as senior executives,
they received feedback and engaged with peers and other employees in
unofficial conversations. But those relationships change instantly. “I am
treated differently now, even by my colleagues who have known me for years,”
says Julie Howard, CEO of consulting firm Navigant. “They treat me as a ‘CEO’
and are very careful in what they say to me. I am no longer in the flow of
communications around the company — I’m completely out of the informal
channels of communication.”
This new relationship can also affect the quality and quantity of
communication provided to the CEO. Says Rob Tarkoff, CEO of Lithium
Technologies, “I have to be careful about people managing information before

Myths about being CEO
For ambitious business executives,
promotion to CEO seems like a
dream come true. But according to
our interviews, there are several
disconnects between the imagined
job and the realities CEOs face.
You will make new friends.
Co-workers you consider friends
before you become CEO will treat
you differently once you have the top
job. In addition, it will be increasingly
more difficult to obtain objective
feedback. As one prominent board
member states, “cultivate friendships
and objective advisors early in your
career. Once you are CEO you won’t
make any new friends — at least
none you can trust!”
You will control your time. One of
the most common misperceptions
that is rarely talked about before
becoming a CEO is how much effort
it takes. You need to be 100 percent
on all the time. You may think you will
deal with only investors, board
members, customers, and
employees. Think again. Everyone
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will want your attention, including
local government officials and charity
groups, and you must make time for
these other organizations.
The board manages you. This was
very consistent across all interviews.
Although boards of directors are
responsible for hiring and firing a
CEO, CEOs should set the agenda
and drive the board meetings (not
vice versa). It was also suggested
that a CEO should always come to
his/her board with options for
solutions vs. open ended questions
like “what should I do?” Although the
board is your boss, you also have
other constituencies to consider,
such as investors, customers, and
employees. Don’t underestimate
these groups while trying to please
the board.
You have 100 days to get your
bearings. New CEOs have a short
time to prove themselves. As one
CEO stated, you have at most one
quarter before everyone (Wall Street,
the board, employees) will expect

you to have a plan for the future of
the company. In many cases, CEOs
have far less time. In addition,
employees want clarity and direction
quickly and only the CEO can drive
this from the top.
You have to know it all. There will
always be competing forces and
opinions. Most CEOs have a group
of outside advisors that they turn to
who can offer objective opinions.
These are typically other CEOs who
don’t have a business interest in your
company, but have been in your
shoes. Additional advisors
mentioned include lawyers,
accounting firms, and other
consultants who can help when there
are difficult decisions to make.
You must be the smartest person
in the room. There are leadership
differences between CEOs and their
direct reports that are developed
earlier in their careers, but being
more intelligent is not one of them.
Use the wisdom and intellect of the
whole top team to everyone’s benefit.

they get it to me. Sometimes they don’t give me enough and sometimes it’s too
much. I have had leaders who didn’t get me all the information I needed, and
it was a problem. A key skill I have learned is how to be a consumer of
information at the right level and the right pace.”
One remedy is to find a mentor or coach, someone who can relate to the CEO’s
experience and problems, and provide honest feedback about ideas. “If I were
going into a new CEO role, I would look to a CEO, or a board member who has
been a CEO, as a good sounding board or mentor,” urges Dean Douglas, CEO
and President of Westcon Group. “But I wouldn’t go to the board or others
within the existing organization.”
Within the business, it’s imperative to create a “kitchen cabinet” of trusted
advisors who can speak their mind openly, Rich Moran says. The Chief
Financial Officer, in particular, has to be in that inner circle, he notes, or the
CEO will miss key pieces of information.

Head of the table:
Mastering boardroom dynamics
Almost unanimously, CEOs reported that dealing with their board of directors
was an unexpectedly challenging undertaking at first. It’s an unusual
dynamic: boards provide oversight to management, but also look to the CEO
for leadership, most especially when the CEO is also chairman. Getting the
right balance of input and buy-in is the main task of the CEO. “I think it is
very important to have a clear delineation of board responsibilities and the
operating role for the CEO,” says Scott Mercer, who has been a CEO and
director for several tech firms. “That’s tough for a first-time CEO to
understand sometimes.” Adds Rob Tarkoff, “Usually CEOs treat their boards
either like a boss or an annoyance, but both of those are wrong. The board
should be there to help you.”
Many CEOs suggest serving on a corporate board earlier in one’s career as the
best way to learn the mechanics. Walking into their first board meeting as the
new CEO, many admitted they were unsure of the process, or even what their
role was. That’s easily corrected, and can mark the difference between smooth
implementation of a new vision and feeling bullied into making decisions.
“You need to manage the board; don’t let the board manage you,” says Mike
Nevens, a senior adviser to private equity firm Permira. “A good CEO should
look forward to board meetings, not dread them.”
Gaining the board’s confidence, and getting the members to treat the CEO as
a leader, takes time and nuance. Don’t think of the board as a monolithic
group, but rather a collection of individuals, each of whom has particular
interests, concerns, and areas of expertise. “When you’re stepping into an
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existing company and board, there’s years of interpersonal dynamics that you
just don’t know. And nobody explains them to you,” Jim Whitehurst says.
“Spend some time with every single board member and really drill into every
little thing they say to understand their perspective.”

Words and deeds: Everything
a CEO does is under the microscope
Managing a company and board is a large part of a CEO’s duties, but the other
portion — being the contact point with the public — is exhausting, frustrating,
and at times all-consuming. But it’s also crucial. George Shaheen, former CEO
of Accenture, Webvan, and Siebel Systems, says that when he first started in
the role, he soon realized the importance of communications and
presentations. “You must sell yourself and your ideas every day, both to your
internal stakeholders and the marketplace,” he advises.
Mike Nevens notes that “There is a scrutiny of everything you do. You are
always onstage — and there really is no job that prepares you for this. It’s the
toughest part about being a new CEO.”
CEOs said that it was a shock to have people discussing the car they drove,
whether they used coffee mugs or Styrofoam cups, or where they bought a
house. And yet with so much money at stake, analysts, investors, and
customers snag every bit of information they can get to tease out whether a
company’s fortunes are rising or falling. A newly minted CEO needs to be
hyperconscious of how various constituencies might perceive any action.
Chief executives were also surprised by the amount of time required for these
external activities. Not only do analysts and news media ask for attention, the
CEO must devote a great deal of time to the financial department, regulators,
and, in many cases, institutional investors.
“The relationship with the Street is also much more intense,” Mike Gregoire
says. “We had twenty-one analysts covering us. And a lot of stock buyers will
not buy unless they meet the CEO. The demands on your time as the
company’s spokesperson is just something you never had to experience before,
and it is very time consuming because it requires extraordinary travel.”
For the action-oriented CEO, this doesn’t always feel like a productive use of
time, but it’s necessary, Jim Whitehurst explains. First-time CEOs should plan
accordingly. “I didn’t realize how much time that you spend almost being a
politician — pressing palms, kissing babies. There are civic responsibilities, all
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the things you end up doing with the board, the role you need to play with
the press and analysts,” he says. “It is productive for the company, but it’s not
directly working on generating revenues or doing strategy. But you cannot be
a leader of a large company and not be a leader in the communities in which
you operate.”

Conclusion: Lessons learned
In truth, few new CEOs are completely prepared when they first step into the
corner office. The best of them are able to identify their missteps and correct
them quickly. The fast-moving technology sector — and its many media
observers, analysts, and stockholders — can be particularly unforgiving to
new CEOs who aren’t up for the host of fresh challenges:
Loneliness at the top. It’s a cliché because it’s true. Everyone “manages up”
to the CEO, but few coworkers will risk offering much honest criticism.
Mentors and CEOs from other companies can be good sounding boards.
Culture building. The tone of the company comes from the top, and is shaped
by every executive hire, communiqué, and action the senior leadership team
takes. Culture is the fuel that drives productivity, and CEOs must make sure it
is high octane.
Board leadership. When they started, most CEOs felt more prepared to lead
the company than the board. New CEOs should be familiar with how boards
operate in general, and the dynamics of their board specifically.
External demands. CEOs quickly come to recognize that give and take with
the media, analysts, investors, and the community isn’t a distraction from the
job — it is the job, or at least a big portion of it.
Personal sacrifice. With such heavy workloads, travel, and constant
commitments, CEOs can’t call in sick or clock out at five every day. C.S. Park,
the former CEO of Maxtor who is now on the boards of Seagate and CSC, says
the first question he asks potential CEOs is: If you had a long-standing family
vacation and there was a major crisis at work, what would you do? “If the
answer is anything but cancel the vacation,” he says, “the candidate is not
ready to be CEO.”
Scrutiny from all sides. CEOs must examine themselves with a new level of
self-judgment. To some, a sneaker is just a shoe; to others, it can be a sign
about corporate management.
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Assuming the top spot at any company brings unforeseen expectations,
unanticipated challenges, and sometimes even missteps. And in a technology
company, any such strains are multiplied by the harrowing speed, continual
innovation, intense scrutiny, and fierce competition of the industry. Yet new
CEOs have little time to find solid footing: the board, investors, and the whole
workforce are impatient to know where the CEO is taking the company, and
by what route. No matter what shoes a CEO puts on that first day, they should
be laced up tight.
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