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Executive Summary

The topic of leadership has long intrigued both scholars and practitioners from a broad array of disciplines, including political science, psychology, military science, and business.  However, as the economic power shift from producers of products and services to consumers continues, the executives most responsible for leading their organizations to higher degrees of market orientation and customer intimacy have yet to attract the attention of academicians.  Whether recognized by title or not, today’s Chief Marketing Officer (CMO) faces leadership challenges greater than those of peer executives and in many cases rivaling those of their chief executive.

With primary or shared responsibility for areas such as strategy development and execution, sales management, product development, distribution channel management, public relations, marketing communications (including advertising and promotions), pricing, market research, and customer service, CMOs are faced with a diverse range of specialized disciplines in which they are forced to be knowledgeable.  This challenge is compounded by the fact that the day-to-day activities of these functions, which range from the highly analytical (eg. – pricing and market research) to highly creative (advertising and promotions), are carried out by subordinates possessing learning and cognitive styles to which the CMO must adapt his or her own leadership style. 

Beyond the challenges of leading their own subordinates, the CMO is invariably reliant upon resources beyond their direct control.  That is to say, the priorities and/or resources of functional areas outside of marketing such as production, information technology, legal, and finance have a direct impact on the achievement of marketing objectives.  Consequently, more than any other senior executive, the CMO must influence peers in order to achieve their own goals.  Clearly, this necessity to lead peers compounds the complexity of challenge faced by the CMO.
Despite the uniqueness of the role played by the Chief Marketing Officer in terms of both organizational impact and the complexity of leadership challenge, researchers have failed to lend insight into this increasingly important position, leaving practitioners to their own devices. Findings from a recent series of interviews with Chief Marketing Officers of high-tech companies are presented in order to gain specific insights into the role and challenges they face in their daily activities.

In general the results of the study portray the role of the Chief Marketing Officer as one of extreme challenge and reward.  Highlights of these results include:
· On average the role of those CMOs interviewed included primary or shared responsibility for 8 out of the 9 “sub-functional” areas addressed in the study, including such diverse disciplines as: Strategy development, sales management, product development, distribution channel management, public relations, advertising and promotions, pricing, customer service, and market research.

· Despite the external focus required for CMOs to anticipate future trends in the marketplace, monitor competitive insurgence, and be in-tune with current customer needs and satisfaction, study participants estimated that almost half of their time (44.7%) was consumed with issues that were internal in nature.

· When asked to describe the greatest leadership challenge they face in their current role, the majority of CMO responses (59.3%) pointed to non-departmental, intra-organizational issues as those with which they were most vexed.  Foremost among these issues was the challenge CMOs faced in their quest to educate the entire organization, including senior management, with regard to the role and/or value of the marketing function relative to the achievement of their company’s strategic vision.

· When asked to describe the personal experiences that have played the greatest role in shaping their leadership style, respondents were clear that they learned the most important lessons regarding leadership by observing the those leaders they had reported to during the course of their careers.  These lessons involved observing examples of poor leadership as well as observing examples of good leadership.

The data collected from this series of in-depth interviews with CMOs has resulted in several important insights.  Among these insights is a heightened awareness of the diversity of specialized disciplines that comprise the role of the Chief Marketing Officer.  In addition to the sheer intellectual demands dictated by this diversity, there are clear implications for the need of CMOs to adapt the nature of their approach to interacting with – ergo leading – subordinates, who may have an equally broad range of cognitive styles (i.e. – analytical, creative, etc.).

The data also provided some new insights into the time allocation demands of the CMO role.  Clearly the energies of the CMOs interviewed for this study are being diverted away from the externally-oriented issues for which they are held accountable.  Although the data does not provide a complete picture of how time allocated to internal issues is distributed, respondents did report that more than one-fourth of their overall time was spent in interactions with peer executives.  If one infers that much of the time spent with peer executives is spent dealing with internal issues, the data brings to light some potentially important issues regarding the efficient use of executive human resources, especially if these interactions are dominated by issues other than requisite inter-departmental coordination.

Such an inference regarding executive peer interactions may not be a leap of faith given that the majority of participating CMOs claimed non-departmental, intra-organizational issues are their greatest leadership challenge.  One of the issues raised by the CMOs in this regard is the need to educate non-marketing executives, and non-marketing employees in general, as to the role of marketing in the achievement of your company’s strategic vision.  Clearly, if this lack of understanding regarding the role of marketing – as suggested by the high-tech CMOs – holds true for the broader corporate population it has clear, albeit ironic, implications for the need of the marketing community to takes bold steps towards more effective self-promotion as a profession.

The initial findings of this study, coupled with additional insights derived from the research suggested above, may have important applications in several areas, including factors that precipitate marketing and corporate effectiveness in general.  More specifically, the results of future CMO research may influence firms in the development of CMO-specific selection criteria for human resource recruiting efforts and succession planning.  To that end, creation of more specific leadership development programs for younger sales and marketing executives – coupled with a strong retention program – might help companies ensure a of a higher degree of marketing excellence and continuity over time.   Lastly, future research into non-marketing employee perceptions could lead to the enhancement of employee/executive educational programs designed to foster a greater understand of the marketing profession, resulting in more cross-functional harmony and greater overall organizational effectiveness.
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