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The CMO Briefings 
Today’s CMO: Going from ‘Good to Great’ 
 
This is the second installment in a series of Executive Briefings for Chief  
Marketing Officers based on recent research conducted by Egon Zehnder  
International involving several hundred senior marketing executives at more 
than 300 companies worldwide. 

What differentiates today’s outstanding CMOs from good ones? Based on more than 25,000 executive appraisals 

conducted by Egon Zehnder International in the past five years, outstanding CMOs outperform good CMOs most 

notably in two areas: results orientation and change leadership. As Figure 1 shows, outstanding CMOs score a full 

point higher on our scale than good CMOs in results orientation and more than a full point higher in change leader-

ship. These differences are meaningful. In our experience, improving a single competency by a single point requires 

six months to a year, depending on an individual’s ability to grow. 

Figure 1 CMOs Differ Primarily in Terms of Results Orientation and Change Leadership
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Results Orientation: ‘Good to Great’ 

This is not to minimize the skills of good CMOs. They make significant contributions to the companies that are 

fortunate enough to have them, and they are in short supply. In terms of results orientation they set new and stretch 

goals for their teams and themselves, and often deliver beyond expectations. The CMO of a company that provides 

sophisticated enterprise software to universities grew attendance at his users’ conference by 25% per year for  

the past five years, despite the intervening recession, and his function now provides 60% of qualified leads for the  

business. The attributes of the good CMO are a far cry from merely average CMOs who, although they strive to 

deliver results consistently, typically do so only when there are no major obstacles in the way. 

For great CMOs, results orientation means driving uncompromisingly for better outcomes, often achieving them 

through the skilled use of robust analysis and benchmarking. Their innovations improve business results not only 

throughout marketing, but throughout the company, touching every part of the value chain to enhance the brand 

and to focus on the customer. CMOs at the very highest end of the results-orientation scale — the best of the best  

— introduce new models that successfully transform existing businesses or create new businesses, fundamentally 

improving the way the company or industry operates. 

Even under adverse circumstances like budget constraints or a bruising economy, great CMOs find a way to get 

results. Ford Motor Company, in the face of industry and economic troubles, has recently experimented with Google 

display ads that vary depending on the nature of the website. Ford has also embarked on what its top marketing 

executive calls “turning the brand over to consumers,” with15-second ads featuring Ford owners engaging with a 

particular aspect of their vehicle. While results may not be traceable to a particular initiative, Ford has gained market 

share in the past 24 months after losing it for 14 straight years. 

Change Leadership: ‘Good to Great’ 

Good CMOs are adept at advocating change and communicating a clear and compelling new direction, whether or 

not it originated with them. They also challenge the status quo, actively questioning “business-as-usual.” In pushing 

for change, they set clear targets that focus people on achieving the change and develop metrics that both  

monitor and motivate it. They engage stakeholders both internally and externally, getting them to buy into change 

and contribute to it. 

Outstanding CMOs share all of those attributes of change leadership with good CMOs. In addition, they are adept  

at the “soft” side of the equation, with an uncommon ability to engage others in change, explain to them their roles in 

it and, when necessary, help them come to terms with things that take them out of their comfort zones. As one CEO 

recently said to me, “I care as much or more about my CMO’s ability to engage and persuade internal constituents 

as I do about his creative or strategic acumen.” southwest Airlines has been engaging its employees for years by 

starring them in upbeat ads. said one participant in the latest campaign, “Meeting so many fun employees from all 

areas of the company was a blast and made me realize even more how lucky and proud I am to work here!” 

Encouraging others to pursue opportunities for change, outstanding CMOs are able to build coalitions of such people 

and create champions who then mobilize others. They are also as at home with process as with people, introducing 

high-impact actions such as redesigning organization structures, processes and systems to drive and reinforce the 

desired changes throughout multiple geographies and businesses. At the very highest level, that ability, coupled with 

their relentless drive for renewal, creates and embeds a culture of change that continually adapts to new needs. 



From Great CMO to Great CEO  

strikingly, our research shows that the gap in competencies between outstanding CEOs and outstanding CMOs  

is far smaller than that between outstanding CMOs and good CMOs. The only significant differences in scores 

between great CEOs and great CMOs show up in team leadership and in strategic orientation. In both of those  

competencies, great CEOs score higher — but by less than half a point. In all other competencies, the two groups 

score almost identically. This suggests that great CMOs can develop relatively easily into CEOs (more easily, our 

research shows, than great CFOs can). 

As the first installment in this series points out, developing a higher level of strategic orientation comes down to 

asking a simple question: how does the business make money? Outstanding CMOs then make marketing an integral 

part of the answer. 

Great team leadership means moving from solving problems collaboratively with your team to delegating responsibility 

to team members and removing barriers to their success. The great team leader positions the team to work in a  

self-driving way. At the highest levels, such leaders have mastered the techniques for bringing together disparate 

groups of individuals in challenging situations (such as multiple businesses or geographies) to work as a highly 

coherent high-performance team. That ability is virtually the definition of the great CMO — and the great CEO. 

Dick Patton leads Egon Zehnder International’s Global Chief Marketing Officer practice. If you would like to discuss 

any of the issues raised in this Executive Briefing, please contact Dick at +1 617 535 3545 or dick.patton@ezi.net. 

Egon Zehnder International is the largest privately-held executive search firm in the world with more than  
370 consultants located in 63 wholly-owned offices in 37 countries. The firm specializes in senior-level executive 
search, board consulting and director search, management appraisals and talent management. 

www.egonzehnder.com
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