
Know from the start that you are not “the CEO.” Your job is to serve as CEO. 

Humility goes a long way.

“Some people become CEO and think it’s all about them. They start to believe they 

did it all themselves. Hubris sets in. They forget the teams they were a part of and 

those that helped them along the way. It’s a marvellous formula for failure.”

Four-time CEO of Public and Private Multinationals

On day one your people will expect a message. Be prepared. Deliver. It will be your 

first impression to those that matter.

“Immediately, others saw me as the CEO—and I needed to be that CEO for them.”

CEO, Global Distributor with over 25,000 employees

Recognize that you are no longer “you” in the eyes of others. Accept it. Manage it.

“There is an immediate distance imposed by those around you.”

CEO, billion dollar+ Communications Company
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The EXCHANGES16 report summarizes our study, which is based on indepth conversations with 

75 CEOs during 2015. Below is a summary of our findings and the advice of the CEOs who we 

interviewed. 

The complete findings in this study of first-time CEOs have proven to be a treasure trove of 

experiences and advice from leaders who have served as CEOs—from once to as many as six times. 

The diversity of the input reinforces the validity of the findings: revenues ranged from a few million 

dollars to 40 billion dollars; respondents from five continents with operations in over 100 countries; 

public, private and non-profit organizations; men and women; young (33) and old (60).

Here is a synthesis of ten key takeaways from those that have “been there and done it.”
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Engage your Board members individually. Develop a strong working relationship 

with your Chairman or Lead Director. Establish yourself as the CEO.

“I was least prepared for dealing with the Board. There was no way to be prepared. And 

I had been on the Board!”

CEO, Leading Fast Food Company

Stay balanced. Your mental, emotional and physical health will be challenged by the 

job. 

On a scale of 1 to 10, respondents assessed their overall health prior or after serving as 

CEO, on average, as an 8.2. During, the average dropped to 5.7, a decrease of 30%.

“I allowed the demands of the job to override my personal well-being and that of my 

family. I burned out twice in the role. It was a major contributor to a divorce.”

Confidential

Form or join a CEO forum. Not more than 10 to 15 CEOs. No one else in the room. 

A confidential and “safe” environment to discuss issues of consequence and gain 

insight and advice. You will be part of an invaluable “go to” team.

“The best help and advice I ever received was from other CEOs.”

CEO, Name Brand Apparel Company

Receiving constructive criticism and unvarnished feedback is very rare. But it is very, 

very, necessary to the most powerful leader in the company. Engage a coach/trusted 

advisor. 

Some consider it showing a weakness. Those that are confident and secure know it is 

not. The average score on a scale of 1 to 10 for quality of feedback the CEOs received 

was a 4.2. Of those that engaged a coach/trusted advisor the score rose to 8.6. An 

increase of over 100%.

“Even my best friends and closest confidants in the business would not give me really 

honest feedback. Two finally did. It took years.”

CEO, Industrial Manufacturing Company

4

5

6

7

therivergroup.global  •  ceoresearch@trgglobal.comEXCHANGES16: IN CONVERSATION WITH THE WORLD’S CEOS

http://www.trgglobal.com
mailto:ceoresearch%40trgglobal.com?subject=Expect%20the%20Unexpected%3A%20The%20Experiences%20of%20First-Time%20CEOs
http://www.riverexchanges.com


You will not know what you do not know until you spend time in the role. Accelerate 

your learning and avoid pitfalls by engaging those who are, or have been, successful 

CEOs.

Upon being named “CEO” the self-assessment of preparedness to take on the job 

was a 7.2 on a scale of 1 to 10. After six months “on the job” the rating dropped to 3.5. 

Less than half of pre-role assessment. Prepare to lead and learn simultaneously.

“Before I became CEO, I was the COO of two globally recognized, publicly traded 

companies. I had been on Boards for 10 years. Then I became CEO and found out I 

wasn’t as prepared as I thought.”

CEO, Fortune 100 Retail Company

A highly functional and aligned leadership “team” at the top is critical to success. 

The failure to address underperforming or corrosive individuals quickly and 

decisively is pointed to as one of the most critical mistakes made by new CEOs. As 

hard as it may be, the consensus is to take action swiftly.

“There is nothing more transparent within a company than a dysfunctional staff at 

the top of the house.”

CEO, Publicly Traded, Global Medical Device Company

“I was too slow on making the tough people decisions.” 

Paraphrased as called out by over three quarters of the study CEOs

Engage. Engage. Engage. Be visible. Be approachable. From the bottom of the 

organization up—stay as connected as possible. Stay consistent. Communicate 

openly, honestly, broadly, transparently and at least three times more often than you 

think necessary.

“Never underestimate the impact of a five minute conversation.”

Three time CEO and current CEO of a Fortune 500 Financial Services Company

“Telling people what to do is easy. Convincing people of what to do is harder.”

CEO, Rapid Growth, High Tech Company
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BOSTON DELHI LONDON NEW YORK SAN FRANCISCO

ABOUT THE RIVER GROUP

The River Group is a leadership consulting firm. We work with 
CEOs and senior executives on their major organizational and 
leadership issues.

We support leaders in transforming their businesses by 
helping them to:

 •  Architect and lead change 
 •   Create a sustainable and fit-for-purpose culture
 •   Design an organization aligned with the strategy 

We support businesses to transform their leaders by helping 
them to identify and develop current and future leaders who 
excel in:

 •  Change leadership roles 
 •  Enterprise-wide leadership roles 
 •  Roles of increasing responsibility

We work with organizations all over the world. We harness the 
best in social science research with proven tools and methods 
to deliver actionable solutions to our clients.

Our team combines the behavioral know-how of consultants 
with the concrete experience of the CEO. 
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