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6 Questions.
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Recent media reports have focused on the rash of early Chief Marketing Officer departures, and the confusion that seems to surround this C-Suite position. Michael Allen is a highly-regarded executive recruiter whose Cincinnati based boutique firm, Allen Associates Executive Search, specializes in deals involving CEO's and high ranking Marketing Chiefs. Clients which include major consumer branded products companies, count on Allen to recruit leading marketing executives for their organizations.
Q. Companies hire and fire executives every day. What's the fuss over the departure of a senior marketing executive?
M.A. Well ... it's a highly visible position which is often an external voice of the company. When the Chief Marketing Officer for say, Starbucks or Yahoo! exits, the business media takes note. They also write about the arrival of the new Chief Marketer as it could signal a potential shift in the company's overall marketing strategy.
Q. Why are these departures more noticeable than other C-level departures?
M.A. The position is simply more visible to the press. Business writers have an open dialog with top senior marketing executives. The senior marketing executive has more exposure to the press. As we sit here you may know the name of Chrysler's CMO but not their Senior Supply Chain executive.
Q. It's been reported that the average Chief Marketing Executive stays on board between 24-27 months. Why the quick departures?
M.A. Good question. I doubt it's the old adage about "Poor execution of an ill conceived plan". I do think that there is a real lack of definition, and frankly fuzzy business expectations regarding the CMO slot. The idea of a Chief Marketing Officer is relatively new. Ten years ago it would have been the traditional Vice President of Marketing title. I think the move toward a CMO is good for large, complex or heavily branded, multi channel, organizations. But ... the position and expectations need to be clearly defined. It's our job to make sure that the CEO and the board are in lock step regarding the job description, expectations and authority associated with the position.
Q. How would you define this position?
M.A. There needs to be buy-in across the C-Suite and of course the board. The C - level title immediately raises expectations so there should be a quantitative approach to measuring effectiveness. I like to tie this to compensation. You won't be successful simply broadening responsibility, without the authority to execute. This gets tricky. The CMO needs to effect the traditional marketing functions like strategy, branding, product development, PR, advertising, promotions, market research, and customer service. However, they need a working knowledge and peer buy-in to effect disciplines like IT, supply chain, and production. It's always more difficult to effect change outside your subordinates. In addition to the knowledge base, the CMO better be a great communicator with the ability to manage up, down and sideways. However, the marketing discipline should embraced by everyone in the organization. Great companies understand this.

Q. So the answer may be a clearly defined role with the authority to execute?
M.A. Yes. Along with a shared vision, ability to influence people, and solid cultural fit.

Q. Any final thoughts on the CMO role?
M.A. I've talked about the importance of open communications, and strongly believe that it's critical to the success of this role. Companies need to break down any remaining marketing silos and integrate the discipline throughout the organization. Marketing shouldn't be viewed as a stand alone function. Exceptional CMO’ s understand this and empower everyone to have influence, and share ownership.
