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Praise for How to Be a CEO


“Being curious is a vital ingredient to succeed as CEO. Use this book as a learning tool to accelerate your growth.”

Amber Asher, CEO, Standard International

“A proven approach for CEOs to help an organization thrive.”

Amy C. Edmondson, Novartis Professor of Leadership and Management, Harvard Business School

“There is no CEO school. Nothing can prepare you fully for the responsibility of leading an organization. However, reading How to be a CEO will help you along the way.”

Andy Cosslett, CBE, Chair ITV plc and Kingfisher plc

“If I could go back and start again as a CEO, I would be more ambitious. Let this book remove your limits to achieve your potential.”

Andy Mitchell, CBE, CEO, Tideway

“It is the role of a CEO to lead the direction of an organization. Let this book show you how.”

Chris Annetts, Chief Strategy Officer, Heathrow

“To be a great CEO, you need to read, learn, acquire knowledge and try different things. How to be a CEO is exactly the sort of reading that will accelerate your growth.”

Francesca Lanza Tans, CEO, The Alexander Partnership

“The most important thing to become a CEO is to make sure you really, really, really want the role when you stare into the reality of it. Use the lessons in How to be a CEO to test your commitment.”

Graham Alexander, Founder, The Alexander Partnership

“Ask yourself, How does everything I have done equip me to be a great CEO. Let this book inspire you to close any gaps.”

Helen Tupper, CEO, Amazing If

“As CEO your role is to create the conditions for people to connect passionately with the business. Read How to be a CEO to ignite your own fire to succeed.”

Jamie Bunce, CEO, Inspired Villages

“As CEO it is essential to have absolute clarity about what you are doing to deliver and how you are going to do it. Let How to be a CEO help you clarify your plan.”

Jan Smits, CEO and Deputy Chair, APAC, Pro-invest Group

“No one is born a CEO. However, with the right preparation and determination you can become a CEO. Let this book show you how.”

Javier Echave, CFO, Heathrow

“There are many people who could make brilliant CEOs. Use this book to unlock your potential and give yourself the best chance to succeed.”

John Holland-Kaye, CEO, Heathrow

“To be a CEO it’s important to believe in your ability to succeed so that you can lead in an authentic way. Let How to be a CEO strengthen your authentic self and accelerate your success.”

John Murray, President and CEO, Sonesta International Hotels Corporation

“The CEO is the figurehead of an organization. Use How to be a CEO to challenge the example you want to set leading the business and motivating people.”

Jonathan Akeroyd, CEO, Burberry

“Having an executive coach plays an important role in supporting a CEO. Reading Ben’s book is similar to having him as your own coach challenging your thinking and ability to build a high-performing organization.”

Jonathan Mills, CEO, EMEA, Choice Hotels

“Leading as a CEO in today’s age of uncertainty and transformation requires a real commitment to a meaningful mission both personally and for the business. Let How to be a CEO help define what is most meaningful for your leadership.”

Justin Basini, CEO and co-founder, ClearScore

“It is important to recognize that there are certain things only you can do as CEO. At the top level this involves strategy, capability, talent and culture. How to be a CEO is a practical guide to discipline your approach.”

Keith Barr, CEO, IHG

“It is super important for CEOs today to make sure they are getting the value out of business data. Reading How to be a CEO is another valuable source of data. Read it!”

Laura Miller, CIO, Macy’s

“There is no such things as a perfect CEO. It takes different skills to be highly relational and commercial. However, reading How to be a CEO will make you better in building relationships and driving performance.”

Mike Mathieson, Chairman, NED, advisor, founder and former CEO, Cake

“A primary mission for a CEO is to find their replacement. How to be a CEO is an insightful guide for CEOs wanting to develop others, or for anyone aspiring to the top job.”

Paul Dupuis, CEO and Chairman, Randstad Japan

“A great CEO creates energy and enthusiasm about the future of an organization. Let this book inspire you to translate your vision in reality.”

Paula Stannett, Chief People Officer, Heathrow

“As a CEO you need to be visionary and have the ambition to change the world. This book shows you how.”

Phil Bayliss, Chairman, Inspired Villages and CEO, Infinium

“Nothing fully prepares you for the step up to CEO. It is a job like no other. What will help your preparation is to read How to be a CEO and apply the lessons to your own career journey.”

Richard Solomons, Chairman, Rentokil Initial plc

“Focus on determining your own sense of purpose and use this to motivate, guide and inspire you. Combining this with the wealth of advice and experience to be found in this book will help you to establish your own identity as a CEO and maximise your potential as a leader.”

Dr Sam Barrell CBE, Deputy CEO, The Francis Crick Institute

“One of the main ways to make things happen as a CEO is communication. Use this book to develop your compelling CEO story to engage others.”

Simon Baugh, Chief Executive, Government Communication Service

“Once you have made a conscious decision to become a CEO revisit your original attributes and learn to make them better. Let this book inspire you along the way.”

Sneh Khemka, former CEO, Simplyhealth

“About to move into a CEO role or aspiring to move into the position? This book is the perfect primer. Read How to be a CEO to speed up your readiness for the role.”

Sophie Devonshire, CEO, The Marketing Society

“Be intentional in developing your career towards becoming a CEO. Let this book show you how.”

Sophie Moloney, CEO, Sky NZ

“As a CEO you need to have a point! It is hard to build your presence in a business unless you stand for something. Let this book develop your core CEO identity.”

Stephen McCall, CEO, edyn

“How to be a CEO by Ben Renshaw provides the essential ‘runway’ for all those who aspire to C-Suite roles. The book is packed with real world case studies and hard-won expert guidance. It skilfully balances the challenge of the CEO role with the encouragement and practical next steps leaders need to take. Highly recommended.”

Steven D’Souza, Senior Client Partner, Korn Ferry, author of the award-winning Not Knowing trilogy

“Be open about your ambition to become a CEO. This book will help translate your focus and put it into action.”

Viviane Paxinos, CEO, AllBright

“Be intentional about how you are going to become an excellent CEO and create a plan to get there. Use How to be a CEO to accelerate your process.”

Will Stratton-Morris, CEO, Caffè Nero UK

“The role of a CEO is to be the guardian of the business and culture. Your job is to leave it in a better place. How to be a CEO gives you the framework to make this happen.”

Wim Dejonghe, Senior Partner, Allen & Overy LLP




How to Be a CEO

Purpose – People – Performance

Ben Renshaw
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For my children, India, Ziggy and Zebedee, who inspire my passion for Purpose, People and Performance.

May you (and the next generation of those who will enter the world of leadership) discover your own sense of purpose and use it to fulfil your potential.
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Foreword

The role of a CEO is to create the conditions for people to thrive while working together to serve a worthy purpose in pursuit of performance. In my book The Fearless Organization, I looked at how organizations often fail to create sufficient psychological safety for learning, innovation and growth – essential ingredients for organizational performance in the modern economy. My research shows that psychological safety is essential to help unlock an organization’s potential to do great things, and that CEO leadership plays a vital role in building psychological safety. With so much riding on people’s ability to think differently, adapt to change and work in fast-paced, challenging, uncertain contexts, a CEO’s approach is vital for setting the right tone. In uncertain contexts, people must be willing to voice half-finished thoughts, ask questions from left field and brainstorm out loud. This creates a culture that supports a continuous influx of new ideas and critical thought, and where the interpersonal climate does not suppress, silence, ridicule or intimidate. Not every idea is great; there are stupid questions, and dissent can indeed slow things down. But having a voice and talking things through is an essential part of the creative process. Sometimes, it’s vital to slow a conversation down to prevent avoidable costly failures. And any time a company faces uncertainty and high stakes, the quality of information and reasoning matters for effective decision making.

An effective CEO understands that building a psychologically safe environment does not mean people will always agree with one another for the sake of being nice. In fact, quite the opposite. It also does not mean that people offer unequivocal praise or unconditional support for everything said. Psychological safety is not an ‘anything goes’ environment where people are not expected to adhere to high standards or meet deadlines. It is not about being ‘comfortable’ at work. Learning is rarely entirely comfortable, and learning is more vital than ever in a fast-changing world. Psychological safety enables candour and openness, which thrive in an environment of mutual respect. All organizations today want to attract and retain quality talent – but hiring talent when no one feels able to speak up doesn’t help. The traditional culture of ‘fitting in’ and ‘going along’ spells doom in the knowledge economy.

To be clear, psychological safety is not the fuel that powers the car. That, I believe, comes from a worth purpose and from the intrinsic motivation to excel that talented people bring to your organization. To continue with the metaphor, psychological safety is what takes off the brakes that otherwise keep people from achieving what is possible. And so, in any challenging industry setting, CEOs have two vital tasks: one, they must build an organization of psychological safety to enable learning and avoid preventable failures; two, they must emphasize a worthy purpose and set high standards to inspire and enable people to feel excited about pursuing excellence.

Are CEOs born with an ability to lead a fearless organization? In a word: no. Leadership consists of a set of skills and mindsets that must be learned. And in my role as Novartis Professor of Leadership and Management at the Harvard Business School, I have found that CEOs and other leaders can indeed learn how to create the environment where people can thrive – as is essential to sustained organizational performance. Ben Renshaw’s book, How to Be a CEO, aligns with my work and offers a powerful methodology for taking steps to develop your leadership potential. Its seven formative ideas provide a roadmap for achieving a senior leadership role. Whatever the outcome of your CEO journey, what matters is getting started with adopting the growth mindset that allows you to stretch yourself to become smarter and better. The combination of challenging yourself to improve while developing a deep interest in other people and what they bring is how you make progress towards ambitious goals that may have been previously cited as impossible.

In today’s complex and ambiguous world, continuous learning and agility are vital to your success. The best leaders are those who are aware of their limitations, have the humility to admit their mistakes, accept when they are wrong, and place more importance in understanding reality than in being right. Their courage and curiosity enable them to create meaningful and open connections with others. They build inclusive team climates where everyone has a sense of belonging and can do their best work. Perhaps the most important aspect of learning how to be a CEO is to practise self-reflection. This book will help you do just that.

Amy C. Edmondson

Novartis Professor of Leadership and Management, Harvard Business School

January 2023

There is no CEO school. Nothing can prepare you fully for the responsibility of leading an organization. Attending a business course won’t get you there and whatever discipline you excelled in on the way up, whether it be operations, marketing or finance, the majority of organizations are not set up, even at the most senior level, to give you the necessary exposure to hit the ground running.

The horizon of a CEO is far reaching and continues to broaden and deepen all of the time. There is an extraordinary level of detail you need to learn in an unfamiliar environment with people who assume your expertise. Knowing the language of the boardroom, navigating its various committees and being the lead spokesperson for the business are all new challenges that will hit you at the same time. On top of this you need to review the company strategy within six months, build your leadership team and set up the company to perform. The net outcome will be a steep and fast learning curve as soon as you step up. One way to accelerate your CEO preparation is to join a public company board as a non-executive. This will help you understand the breadth of what a board director deals with in the modern world and gets you tuned in to the often arcane language of the boardroom and various committees.

There are multiple factors expanding the CEO role, including technology and complex stakeholder requirements. Change is constant, but the speed of change now is dramatic. Sitting down with Ben on a cold December day in London to discuss his new book, I remarked on how few people were around. Traditionally the crowds are out in the run-up to Christmas. Working from home is just one of the many new developments in our society which have emerged post Covid. CEOs need to be on top of them all; however, the changes taking place in less familiar areas such as corporate governance and reporting are likely to create the biggest challenges. Public companies in the UK have strict regulation in place governed by bodies like the Financial Reporting Council and the Financial Conduct Authority. As politicians seek to move into the arena of corporations to ensure they are ‘good citizens’, the power and reach of these regulatory authorities are growing all the time. The demands placed on business today are blurring the previous distinctions between the role of the Board and executive team. To fulfil their responsibilities, boards and chairs need to be all over the detail on multiple areas as companies are required to disclose and report in a granular way on their governance, risk profile and key social issues. Equality, diversity, inclusion, purpose and sustainability are examples of this change. At the same time, technology and the advance of social media are creating a compression within businesses to bring the front line of operations more closely in touch with the leadership population. This has the power to align organizations; however, it requires the CEO to make sure all stakeholders are receiving the right messages in a consistent way. As a result, internal and external communications are essential skills for CEOs to master.

Given the varied agendas CEOs face, they need to combine adaptability with focus. For example, moving into a CEO role in private equity will require a very different prioritization of needs and demands than with a large corporate monolith. The ownership of these companies is entirely different and therefore the time horizons and expectations of the CEO will be equally different. Your approach as CEO depends on ‘the gig’. When assessing opportunities, it is important to fully understand the organizational and owner requirements. Some CEOs are better suited to the world of private equity, while others prosper better in corporate environments with larger, slower-moving, heavily governed companies with the weight of their structure, decision making and reporting. As a CEO you need to be clear about the difference and where you fit best.

As a chair looking at executive leaders there are some truths that remain. The need for CEOs to be great leaders is timeless. Attributes such as humility, courage, integrity and judgement are always at the top of my list. Without these key characteristics it doesn’t matter how good you are at managing tasks, everyone who becomes a CEO will be tested. It’s difficult to anticipate or predict the nature of the test; however, when it comes, these enduring elements of leadership differentiate companies that navigate adversity successfully from those that do not.

Upon reflection, one of the hardest things about being a CEO is to understand the relationship between authenticity and visible leadership. It has been well documented that the best leaders have a large degree of humility. However, when taken to an extreme this can cause CEOs to stay in the shadows, to let others dominate the floor and to shun the limelight. This is not the right thing for the organization. Like it or not, a CEO is the figurehead of the business. They are the leader to whom everybody looks for vision and hope as the chief communications officer. I have learned that one of the true tests of a CEO is to be humble and visible. I wish you well on your CEO journey and I am sure this book will help you along the way.

Andy Cosslett CBE

Chair ITV plc and Kingfisher plc

January 2023

There are many people who could make brilliant CEOs but never get the chance. You might have the right mindset, skills, knowledge, experience and network to be a highly effective CEO, but the opportunity to land the position has not yet arisen. You can try to create your own luck – if you aspire to be a CEO in three years, don’t go to work for a company which has just appointed a new CEO – but there are multiple factors involved in landing the role.

Different circumstances require different types of CEO. In a financial crisis, a Board will look for a different skillset than when they are planning for growth. The broader the skillset you can develop early on in your career, the more chance you will have. If you are a finance specialist, you may have the right skills to become CEO in a company with a portfolio of investments or one in financial crisis, but to increase your chances, you might want to broaden your experience and leadership skills by taking on a big operational role.

I started my career in strategy consulting and after a few years realized that I enjoyed making things happen more than advising. I went to work at Bass plc, a FTSE25 international hotel, leisure and brewing business which had a brilliant management development programme. Bass gave me big operational responsibilities and I was soon managing a sales and marketing team with £1 billion of revenues. That was when I started to think that I might have a chance of becoming a CEO. In my next company, Taylor Wimpey, I took on roles that broadened my experience, such as HR, procurement, investor relations, operations and finance. These were not my areas of expertise, but they helped to develop my general management skills and understanding of how a company worked.

While being a generalist is a great background for a CEO, it can be hard to find the right opportunities earlier in your career, when companies often want functional expertise. I was fortunate when I joined Heathrow as commercial director that they were looking for someone with experience in retail and property who could also be effective in a matrix organization which requires an understanding of how other functions work. After a few years I was asked to lead the Development team responsible for delivering the new Terminal 2 on time and on budget. Having been successful in two of the three main functions in the organization made me a credible candidate for CEO when the opportunity came up.

I am often asked how to be a CEO. I can now give people Ben Renshaw’s book. The three stages he has mapped out on Purpose, People and Performance fit with my leadership approach. On a personal note, my purpose is to make things better – today. I have a deep sense of urgency to make change happen, which you really need as a CEO. Your time in the role can feel very short, and you need to deliver improvements for your stakeholders.

From an organizational perspective, Heathrow’s purpose is Making every journey better. We have partnered with Ben over many years where he has coached my executive committee, as well as delivering our major leadership development and cultural programmes such as Leading with Purpose and Values and Leading Sustainable Growth. The insight and practical steps in How to Be a CEO will help individuals and organizations unlock their potential and make every outcome better.

John Holland-Kaye

CEO, Heathrow

January 2023
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