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What's the Purpose of
the CEO’s Team?
It's Probably Not
What You Think

CEOs often tell us nothing matters more than their teams. To this point,
they want their teams to be in better sync so they — and the company
— can move faster and make more progress on their key objectives.
Their teams, meanwhile, tell us they feel overworked, overwhelmed and
unsupported. In most cases, team members tell us — privately — they
feel more like a collection of individuals than a “real” team. They struggle
to balance delivering on their day-to-day responsibilities with the need

to monitor rapidly changing business conditions and
position the business to effectively respond. Our expe-
to stay focused on the rience working with teams over the last two decades
North Star and avoid the  has clarified for us that teams with a clear-eyed

shiny-obiect syndrome »  understanding of their purpose are more effective at
maintaining that balance and are higher performing.

Leadership teams have

A vital component for aligning the top team — according to all leadership
research — is having a common purpose. But what does that mean in
practice? In our work with teams, and in our review of hundreds of case
studies, it is clear how often the top team’s purpose becomes confounded
with the CEQ’s goals for the business — increasing sales or efficiency, cut-
ting costs or expanding into new markets. On one level, this makes sense:
the leadership team, of course, has a role to play in enabling those goals.
However, the team’s unigue purpose is different.
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To test our hypothesis about the importance of a unique purpose — separate from the
goals for the business — we interviewed CEOs who have led multiple top teams over
their tenure, and what we heard echoed the same theme:

While the CEO’s team has clear responsibility for driving the business objectives, the
leadership team’s unique purpose is to optimize the enterprise’s ability to drive
outstanding outcomes by:

»  Pushing the pace — setting ambitious goals, exploring new horizons, thinking of the
long term and, at the same time,

» Making the pragmatic trade-offs — prioritizing time and resources, maintaining a dis-
ciplined road map, making decisions for the benefit of the enterprise, while managing
one’s own function.

Finding the right balance

and setting bold goals while making the pragmatic trade-offs based on limited time and
resources. The best teams are able to do this on an ongoing basis.

Top teams need to both push the pace by monitoring the external and internal conditions ‘
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Pushing the pace
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Making pragmatic trade-offs
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The need for “optimizing” the enterprise arises from the reality of capacity constraints
and conflicting objectives, and the inherent dance between pushing what’s possible

and what'’s achievable. The reality is that most CEOs have outstanding ambitions about
what’s possible, but limited resources. When the two ends conflict, this is the group —
the only group — that can set priorities for the company and resolve the cross-functional
trade-offs. It is the very definition of “shared leadership.”
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While it may seem obvious that members of the top
leadership team must share ownership for setting
enterprise objectives and making the necessary trade-
offs to execute them, we — unfortunately — have
found in our work with CEOs and their teams that few
teams operate this way. In most teams, individual lead-
ers oversee their specific business units and functional
areas, they look to the CEO to make all the decisions,
and the team comes together to report on status. This
is a form of “upwardly delegating.” And, even worse,
silos pervade!

This typical leadership model constrains teams in sev-
eral ways. Given the complexity of organizations and
the pace of change, CEOs can’t know all the potential
risks and trade-offs for every decision. Furthermore,
when CEOs take responsibility for directing all the deci-
sions of the team, there inevitably will be “winners”

and “losers,” as optimizing a decision for one function
or business almost always means fewer resources for
another. And when every decision has to go through the
CEO, teams and organizations are less agile.

The CEOs we interviewed shared with us what they have
learned about the importance of defining the unique pur-
pose of the team and its link to performance.

Our research has found that
reinvention is vital to sustaining
company performance, and
CEOs who are successful over
the long term learn to reinvent
themselves and their companies
at a pace that is as fast as the

world is changing.

Setting the pace

Complacency is a risk for all teams and organizations.
Our research has found that reinvention is vital to
sustaining company performance, and CEOs who are
successful over the long term learn to reinvent them-
selves and their companies at a pace that is as fast as
the world is changing. These CEOs are best positioned
when they can rely on their teams to absorb information
about what is changing in the internal and external con-
text and, together, translate those developments into
new ideas for the business and ambitious goals —
pushing the pace.

Too often, though, we hear from top teams that they

are so busy running the business day to day — with all
the associated challenges and demands — that they
don’t do this kind of listening with sufficient frequency,
urgency or depth. Individually and as a group, members
of the leadership team have an obligation to step away
from “business as usual” and carve out time to explore
the external trends that could impact the business and
assess the internal developments that they may need to
respond to. They need to develop their pattern recog-
nition at the enterprise level to be able to differentiate
accurate and meaningful information from meaning-
less “noise” and place the right bets for the company’s
future. As one CEO told us, “I want my team to be more
focused on true leadership issues and not be so much in
the weeds. That gives us more time to stay on trend, to
be more innovative, to help clear roadblocks and not to
get caught in reaction mode.”

The annual strategy and forecasting sessions are nat-
ural points to discuss emerging patterns, challenges
and opportunities. But given the complexity and pace

of change today, once- or twice-a-year conversations are
insufficient. Teams must be ready to switch their atten-
tion from daily execution to strategic listening at any
point as new challenges arise — a spike in inflation, new
geopolitical risks, an emerging technology — and incor-
porate this type of thinking into their regular routines.
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Optimizing the enterprise

The following questions can help top teams reflect on how they are managing the pace and
making the necessary trade-offs.

»  Pushing against complacency

— Are we paying enough attention to external dynamics and trends?

— If resources were unlimited, what would we attempt?

— Are we thinking in a long-enough time horizon?

— How are customer needs evolving, and where is customer behavior going?
— Where are our risks for disruption and displacement in the market?

— What talent and workforce trends could impact our ability to attract, retain and develop
the people we need for the future? What do we need to do to prepare?

— What capabilities should the organization be developing for the future?
»  Considering trade-offs

— What is our framework for judging whether new ideas will actually move the needle for
the business or be a distraction from our true priorities?

— If we say “yes” to a new strategy, program or initiative, what will we say “no” to?

— Does our culture support our ability to achieve our business objectives or serve as an
impediment to progress? What do we need to change?

— What would have to be true for this idea to be a good one?
— What information do we need to know to decide?

— Who is accountable for vetting an idea?

The thing that we can do that no one else can do is drive
the strategy in the business. The decisions around that, the
planning around that, the infrastructure around that, that’s
what this group does.”
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Prioritizing and making trade-offs

Pushing the pace is about expanding what’s possible — but the CEOs we spoke to
were clear that the team’s role can’t simply be to “dream big.” Conceptual thinking

and exploring new ideas can be energizing for leadership teams, but it can be confus-
ing and frustrating for the organization when leaders do not prioritize initiatives and
manage trade-offs. The counterpoint to a leadership team’s obligation to explore and
make big bets on the future is its responsibility to make the pragmatic trade-offs —
prioritizing time and resources and maintaining a disciplined road map — to achieve
those ambitions and drive performance. “There’s always a relentless quantity of stra-
tegic and tactical decisions that
have trade-offs to them, and

you need to have a united group

Pushing the pace is about

with people who are very capa- expanding what'’s possible —
ble in their job to make the right
trade-offs,” one leader told us. but the CEOs we SPOke to were

clear that the team’s role can’t
The CEOs we interviewed

talked about the need to keep Slmply be to “dream big.”
the organization focused.

Said one: “Leadership teams have to stay focused on the North Star and avoid the
shiny-object syndrome. They stick to the core, making the tough decisions and then
constantly ask people to prioritize their biggest challenges, the constraints in the
business and biggest opportunities. Are they aligned? Are we removing roadblocks?
It's about constant prioritization.” The skill of making trade-offs and decisions on
where to invest and what to deprioritize helps optimize outcomes for the company.

Embracing their unique purpose

To ensure companies not only keep up with, but also profit from, the pace of change
and the wider range of variables that are increasingly relevant to their success, CEOs
must be able to rely on their teams to bring a full range of internal and external per-
spectives to the table for the benefit of the enterprise. This level of engagement best
positions the team to activate its unique purpose: optimizing and enabling enter-
prise-wide possibilities through enterprise-wide trade-offs for practical performance.
As one CEO described, “I like to think it's a collective feeling around enablement
and leadership. That's the prime directive here. The thing that we can do that no
one else can do is drive the strategy in the business. The decisions around that, the
planning around that, the infrastructure around that, that’s what this group does.”

Having established the importance of this unique value of the top team, the CEOs
we spoke with also shared their candid perspectives — and lessons learned — on
the critical characteristics they cultivate within their teams to deliver on their pur-
pose. In part Il of our series on the CEO’s team, we will expand on the conditions
that enable top teams to think big, stay aligned and manage the necessary trade-offs
for the company to thrive.
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About Spencer Stuart

At Spencer Stuart, we know that leadership has never mattered more. We are
trusted by organizations around the world to help them make the senior-level
leadership decisions that have a lasting impact on their enterprises, on their

stakeholders and the world around them. Through our executive search, board
and leadership advisory services, we help build and enhance high-performing
teams for select clients ranging from major multinationals to emerging com-
panies to nonprofit institutions.

Privately held since 1956, we focus on delivering knowledge, insight and
results through the collaborative efforts of a team of experts — now spanning
more than 70 offices, over 30 countries and more than 50 practice special-
ties. Boards and leaders consistently turn to Spencer Stuart to help address
their evolving leadership needs in areas such as senior-level executive search,
board recruitment, board effectiveness, succession planning, in-depth senior
management assessment, employee engagement and many other facets of
culture and organizational effectiveness, particularly in the context of the
changing stakeholder expectations of business today. For more information
on Spencer Stuart, please visit www.spencerstuart.com.
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