
CEO ADVANTAGE

NANCY MACKAY
Get buy-in before adding 
to your executive team

CEO challenge
!e CEO of a high-growth 
company had just completed 
a successful acquisition and 
wanted to ensure the new 
addition was well integrated 
into the organization. At the 
same time, the CEO needed 

to free up his time to con-
tinue working the company’s 
growth strategy so he decid-
ed to expand the executive 
team with a new COO role. 
Up to this point, the group 
had consisted of a CFO, 
CIO and vice-presidents of  

human resources as well as 
sales and marketing.

The CEO was intro-
duced to a rock star candi-
date through an industry 
colleague. !ey met and the 
CEO was impressed, even-
tually inviting the potential 
executive to meet with the 
team to see if he would be a 
good "t.

Much to his surprise, 
when he announced the 
plan, he got significant re-
sistance from each person 
and was told the role would 
interfere with the ability of 
the organization to move 
forward. 

!e result: a complete loss 
of trust in the CEO by the 
executive team members.

CEO mistake
The CEO had made three 
critical mistakes. First, he 
did not explain at the outset 
why he felt a COO role was 
necessary to set the team up 
for greater success.

He also did not give the 
other executives the oppor-
tunity to have a say in the 
decision and to help with the 
development of the role to 
ensure there were clear inter-
dependencies with other 
management functions.

Lastly, he did not give 
anyone on his team the op-
portunity to express his or 
her own interest in the new 
role before he began re-
cruiting.

CEO solution
Leaders must follow the 
principle that strategy drives 
structure and role clarity. At 
the outset, our CEO should 
have explained the thinking 
behind the need to change 
the team structure and then 
de"ned the new role and its 
responsibilities.

In clarifying a new job, 
it is important to seek the 
input of each team member 
individually. Give all execu-
tives an opportunity to dis-

cuss the business outcomes 
of the new position and then 
work together as a team to 
"nalize the role description. 

In order to identify the 
best recruiting process for 
the new role, discuss the pros 
and cons of doing an inter-
nal search versus working 
with an external recruiter 
and demonstrate that a key 
position such as a COO will 
require the help of external 
experts.

And to retain top talent, 
give anyone on the team who 
wishes to apply for the new 
job the opportunity to do so, 
provided he or she has the 

required skills, behaviours 
and experience to deliver re-
sults. 

Finally, to further mini-
mize resistance, give every-
one the chance to partici-
pate in the recruiting pro-
cess, including meeting po-
tential candidates and hav-
ing input to the "nal selec-
tion decision.

In this case it took the 
CEO three months to re-
build his team and earn 
back its trust. By that time, 
the original COO candidate 
was long gone and the "rm 
wisely sought external re-
cruiting help. Four months 
later, a COO candidate was 
"nally hired. 

Nancy MacKay i s  the 
president of MacKay & As-
sociates (www.mackayan-
dassociates.ca) and the CEO 
coach and facilitator of !" 
CEO and executive forums 
across Canada with more 
than !"# members.
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BOARDROOM STRATEGY

MIKE DESJARDINS
How to fix your 
meetings. Now.

Let me paint the scene: 
you have a group of 

executives and senior man-
agers, all well-paid, spend-
ing most of their weeks in 
meetings pretending to be 
paying attention to mind-
numbing updates being 
read from the document 
they have sitting in front 
of them while doing the 
“BlackBerry/iPhone Pray-
er”: holding their smart-
phone under the table, re-
plying to email, texting or 
furiously working to beat 
their high score on Angry 
Birds.

One of the most com-
mon complaints I hear 
from CEOs, executives 
and senior managers is that 
they spend most of their 
time in meetings, unclear 
what the purpose is other 
than the fact that the meet-
ing is supposed to happen 
once a week, leaving them 
with little one-on-one time 
with their teams, desperate 
to clear out an over#owing 
inbox and dreaming about 
having some whitespace 
in their calendar so they 
can be innovat ive and 
think creatively about the 
strategic direction of the  

business, organization or 
even simply their division 
or team.

How did we get here? 
Well, most strategy is 

traced back to military 
times, so let’s trace back 
meetings in the same way. 
Before email and photo-
copiers and fax machines, 
i f you wanted multiple 
people in a company to 
hear the same message and 
get on the same page you 
had to hold a meeting or 
send out a letter that was 
typed multiple times by the 
steno pool. 

With today’s technology 
most of the items covered 
in meeting updates can be 
easily sent in advance as 
pre-reading or simplified 
into key metrics (on-target, 
ahead, behind, unknown), 
focusing on what really 
matters.

Now I’m not for abol-
ishing meetings. There is 
an approach that I’ve seen 
work most effectively for 
weekly team tactical meet-
ings that focuses on quick 
updates, key metrics, a time 
limit and no set agenda go-
ing into the room. 

If you’re thinking, “No 

set agenda, how would 
anything ever get accom-
plished?” – fear not. 

!e agenda is set during 
the meeting itself based on 
the top priorities for those 
attending, the key met-
rics and where people feel 
stuck.

Here’s a framework you 
can use to structure weekly 
recurring tactical meetings 
within your business.

Personal update: Every-
one shares the good, bad 
and ugly of what’s going on 
with him or her personally 
and in the business. This 
not only helps explain 
everyone’s context, it also 
helps build deeper relation-
ships of trust.

Top three: Have every-
one in the room state the 
top three things they are 
focused on over the next 
week.

Stuck points:  Have 
everyone list what the No. 
$ thing is that is holding 
them back from being suc-
cessful in their role that 
week. 

It can be anything from 
resources, health, time, 
people, information, tech-
nology, etc.

Top !-" metrics: As a 
team, decide what your 
top %-& metrics are – the 
core numbers, f inancial 
and non-f inancial, that 
you need to watch weekly. 
!ink of these as the “can-
ary in the coal mine” help-
ing you to forecast what’s 

going to happen in your "-
nancial future.

Build the agenda: A'er 
hearing everyone’s updates, 
top threes, stuck points and 
the company metrics, de-
cide which %-& items need 
the collective brain power 
in the room to tackle. 

Those items that don’t 

make that cut can most 
likely be dealt with “off-
line.”

Rank the agenda and 
dive in: Go through the %-& 
items on the agenda and 
rank them in order of pri-
ority so you’re focusing on 
the most important things 
up front. 

That way if you run 
out of time, at least you’ve 
tackled the biggest oppor-
tunities and challenges.

Accountabilities, de-
cisions and communica-
tions: Have everyone who 
is responsible for an ac-
countability or decision list 
out their understanding of 
it, along with the timeline 
and who they need to com-
municate outcomes to.

Good news: Have any-
one in the room share any 
good news that the rest 
of the team might not be 
aware of.

Appreciations, diffi-
culties and closing state-
ments: As a way of clos-
ing, have each person share 
an appreciation, di(culty 
(what he or she liked or 
didn’t like about the meet-
ing or something someone 
did) and any closing state-

ments he or she would like 
to make before heading 
back out into the fray.

In my experience, it 
takes a good month or two 
of using this format with 
your team until you really 
start to see the leverage you 
can create. 

A'er implementing this 
format it’s not uncommon 
for executives and team 
members to say, “We’re ac-
tually getting things done; 
I paid attention through 
the whole meeting, and I’m 
excited about what we cov-
ered today.” 

Yes ,  t hey ’re ac tua l-
ly talking about a weekly 
meeting they “have” to at-
tend. Strange, but true. 

Mike Desjardins is the CEO 
at ViRTUS (www.virtusinc.
com), an organizational de-
velopment consulting $rm 
with expertise in strategic 
planning and implemen-
tation, leadership develop-
ment, change management 
and succession planning for 
medium to large organiz-
ations. He regularly blogs 
at www.mikedesjardins.
com.
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