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The new role of the CMO

EDITORIAL

We are currently witnessing a global trend that is redefining the map references to which 
companies refer for strategic direction: driven by the rapid advance of digital media, a sharp 
focus on the customer and consumer is emerging as the new linchpin of corporate strategy.  
As a result, the marketing function is becoming a crucial success factor and the role of Chief 
Marketing Officer is undergoing fundamental transformation. The former brand custodian 
is fast becoming a general manager who launches and drives a market-oriented management 
approach. Already well advanced in the consumer goods sector, this trend is now embracing 
other industries as well.

In this issue of Experts we aim to provide you with valuable information about this transfor-
mation. In our interview with Erich Stamminger you will discover what the Board Member 
Global Brands at adidas considers the key success factors in his career and what he believes 
makes for a successful CMO in today’s market environment. You will also learn about the 
changes that the experts at our CMO Practice have been witnessing and why, as a result, 
the competency profiles of CMOs and CEOs are progressively converging. And finally, our 
panel contributors from five leading companies in different industries and geographies pro-
vide a first-hand impression of how the profile of the CMO has changed over recent years. 

We hope you find that the articles in this issue make inspiring reading. If you would like to 
know more or discuss aspects of this topic concerning your own company, the experts from 
our CMO Practice are at your disposal.

The Chief Marketing Officer Practice
Egon Zehnder International
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“Ultimately, it all boils  
down to running a business.”
Erich Stamminger, Executive Board Member  
responsible for Global Brands at adidas AG,  
talks about how he built his career and the  
competencies today’s marketers need to make  
it to the top.
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Erich Stamminger 
Board Member Global Brands, adidas
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EXPErTS: Tell us about the status of market-
ing at adidas – is it as pivotal as an outsider 
might assume?
Erich Stamminger: Marketing does play a crucial 
role, because at adidas it’s the brand that drives the 
company. Whatever we do, the brand points the way. 
For example, in our medium-term plan launched in 
November 2010 we derived all our objectives and 
measures from the brands, taking into account  
the individual positioning of each brand as well  
as its position in the brand matrix. Right now we’re 
working on aligning adidas with Reebok, position-
ing both brands in a way that allows us to reach a 
broader consumer base while avoiding contradic-
tions between the brands. Then we will fight to gain 
ground in the market. 

In light of strong brands and driving them for-
ward, how has the role of Chief Marketing Of-
ficer evolved over time?  
Before we look at the CMO we should first define 
what marketing is. Many people think marketing 
means communication. In fact, while communica-
tion is a key factor, for adidas marketing includes 
much more. It’s about innovation and product devel-
opment. And it includes business responsibility. So 
at adidas it’s not only the CMO but also the market-
ing officers reporting to him who assume product 

and business responsibility. Marketing is not isolat-
ed. It does not mean people sitting in an ivory tower, 
brainstorming about medium- and long-term strate-
gies. It focuses on brand, creativity and innovation 
on the one hand, and on setting and achieving busi-
ness objectives on the other.

That’s an embracing and integrative take on 
marketing… 
Yes, the key point is that marketing must not be iso-
lated if you want to be successful. You need the 
communication, innovation and creativity part as 
well as the business part. Marketers have to be on 
par with business people. 

So how has adidas evolved to the point where 
your role as Head of Global Brands is so broad 
that it has such influence over the company?
I would say it’s all part of having a great CEO. There 
has always been a close relationship between our 
Chief Executive Herbert Hainer and myself. He 
strongly supports the notion of the vital importance 
of the brand. For him, the brand is the key driver of 
success, not only in the medium term but in the long 
term as well. If you just focus on the P&L scheduled 
for the next quarter – an essential indicator when 
you have to deliver short-term results for sharehold-
ers – you will miss the opportunities in the medium 
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“In the last ten years  
we have definitely been 
the most innovative  
company and brand in 
our industry.”

and long-term. With a CEO focused on the short 
term you can present even the most promising idea, 
and he will say sorry, we cannot finance this.  
Herbert Hainer’s view, by contrast, is that “We don’t 
see marketing as a cost driver, we see it as an invest-
ment in the future.” He has supported me a lot and 
allowed me great freedom. We’ve always agreed on 
the need to do something that leads us into the fu-
ture and not just keep on doing what everyone has 
seen the brand do for the past five or ten years. 

what would you say are key success factors in 
marketing the adidas brand?
First and foremost, you need the right people. In my 
organization there are two kinds of marketers: those 
who come up with creative ideas and are confident 
they can put them into practice, and those who  
regard themselves the guardians of the brand. Both 
are important. It’s the right mix that makes the  
difference. Because on the one hand you need to 
make sure everything you do is in line with the 
brand’s authenticity and history. On the other hand 
you must not cling to heritage. You have to stick to 
your understanding of the brand but project it into a 
future environment. So the key success factor is to 
bring these two perspectives together, allowing both 
kinds of marketers to have their say. A second  
important factor is innovation. You have to be in-
novative all of the time. In 2000 we committed to 
launching one completely new innovation or at least 
one significant evolution of an idea every year. I 
think we have overachieved this by far. In the last 
ten years we have definitely been the most innova-
tive company and brand in our industry.

How do you define innovation?
By innovation I don’t just mean product innovations. 
In our industry it’s not just about a new technology 
for a sole, a new upper or a new use of the laces to 
improve the fit. Innovation also refers to how we do 
business and how we connect with the consumer. For 
example, during the 2006 World Cup we ran a spec-
tacular ad campaign with the German goalkeeper 
Oliver Kahn as brand ambassador. We also built the 
“adidas World of Football”, a stadium for public 
viewing in Berlin opposite the Reichstag – it was 
given wide coverage in the print media. Four years 
later, when we went to South Africa for the 2010 
World Cup, we knew that spectacular actions like 
that would not work there. And we were determined 
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to make our mark on the country. So we decided to 
commit to social programs in the townships. We also 
helped fund the construction of a stadium in a town-
ship, and we produced a giant jersey that thousands 
of South Africans signed over time and that we ulti-
mately donated to the Nelson Mandela Foundation. 

One of the first things you said was: “The  
brand drives the company.” But what drives  
the brand?
In our vision for the adidas brand it says: “Our pas-
sion for sports makes the world a better place” – and 
we’re out to transform that vision into reality. So to 
answer your question, it’s this vision that motivates 
us. That’s what drives the brand. If you take a walk 
around the company and stop by at our stripes  
restaurant, for example, you will find many people 
there who are passionate about sports. And if you 
look around at universities and talk about brands 
and companies, you will find many people there 
who are passionate about the three stripes. So the 
people drive the brand, and the brand in turn creates 
their passion. It’s a virtuous circle, with emotion 
and passion as the key elements. 

what about when you look outside the  
company? which external factors drive your 
brand or product development – including 
competitors? 
First of all we keep an open mind about all market 
developments that concern the young generation, the 
14 to 18-year-old kids. We think in a four-year life-
cycle: Four years from now nobody will talk about 
what is cool today. This is an issue not only in our 
industry but far beyond, especially when it comes to 
the social media and the way kids all over the world 
are using communication tools. In future, the 600 or 
700 million young people around the globe will have 
more and more in common as they are globally con-
nected via the social media. This gives us a growing 
influence. Then there are changes in fashion design 
– these are important for us, too. Our designers trav-
el to many places all over the world to get their inspi-
ration before they start work on a new range. Based 
on this inspiration they develop the outlines for the 
seasons to come. What about the competition? Well, 
I certainly don’t believe that watching the competi-
tion and trying to outpace them is the fast track to 
market leadership. It is more important for us to de-
fine our own path to the future, to be self-confident 

Erich Stamminger is a Member of the Execu-
tive Board of adidas AG, where he has been 
responsible for Global Brands since 2009. Prior 
to that he was President of the adidas brand 
and was responsible for Global Marketing. 
Stamminger has been with the company for  
28 years, primarily in marketing roles. Together 
with Herbert Hainer in 1991 he was appointed 
Managing Director adidas Germany and since 
then the two have worked side by side. when 
Hainer became CEO at the end of 2000, Stam-
minger took up a board level appointment as 
Chief Marketing Officer for the adidas brand. 
In 2004 he also became President of adidas 
America. 
Under Stamminger’s leadership the adidas 
brand has celebrated a worldwide string of 
successes in recent years. At present he is fo-
cused on realigning the relative positioning of 
the reebok and adidas brands. 

vITA
ErICH STAMMInGEr



InTErvIEw

7ExpertsThe new role of the CMO

and to trust in our people. We do keep an eye on the 
competition, of course, to make sure we keep track 
of the big picture. But we would definitely not follow 
them. We want to be different and do things our own 
way. That’s a matter of principle.

Looking back at your career at adidas, what 
would you say have been the most important 
factors in your personal and professional  
success?
First, I like this brand a lot; I have had an emotional 
tie with it from the beginning. I think this is the key 
factor. It is important that you “feel something” for 
your brand; that you identify with it and share the 
values it stands for. Only then will you convey a 
credible message. Second, there have always been 
people in this company who supported me. They 
helped me develop and gave me the freedom to try 
new things. It is crucial that you should feel safe in 
your professional environment. Because then you 
can afford to take a decision or adopt a new  
approach that looks promising but might prove 
wrong. And third, I have always managed to bal-
ance the brand view and the business view. Ulti-
mately, it all boils down to running a business: You 

may be enthusiastic about your new product idea, 
but if the customer shows you he doesn’t like it, you 
will have to find a way to deal with this. And while 
you may think it would be good to spend another 
100 million on the brand, you will perhaps not be 
able to do so, because your shareholders expect 
short-term results as well. At adidas I think we have 
got this brand/business balance just right.

what considerations are paramount as you 
build your team and groom your successors? 
We make sure we have long-term employees who 
know and understand the brand, and at the same 
time we recruit people from outside who bring in 
fresh, new thinking. Some years ago we found out 
that we could only rarely hire somebody at a higher 
level from one of our competitors, because our in-
dustry is pretty small. In fact, there is only one com-
pany we really compete with. Conversely, only very 
few people have left our company and successfully 
joined a competitor. We also count on hiring and 
promoting young talents from other – preferably 
“emotional” – industries because of their diversified 
experience. We integrate them and develop them in 
our teams together with our own people.
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Are there specific areas of marketing for which 
you promote from inside and recruit from out-
side? 
Yes, there are. Let’s consider the different marketing 
functions: In the product field marketers need  
specialized industry knowledge and also technical 
knowledge. At adidas they need to understand how 
shoes are fabricated. This is not simple; you have to 
know a lot about materials, production methods and 
costs, as you have to cost the product up front. That 
is why, in this area, we invest more in our own young 
people, preferring to educate them from scratch. In 
other marketing functions, functions though, such as 
communications or digital, we definitely prefer pro-
fessionals from other industries, ideally from techni-
cal companies. For instance, in this area we would 
definitely hire someone from Apple, to name just 
one company. Another key requirement is that peo-
ple understand and ideally also play sports. Because 
only a sportsperson or at least a person interested in 
sports will understand the emotions you experience 
during a football or basketball match, for instance. 
So you will find hardly anyone in our company who 
doesn’t somehow bond with sports. 

what about specific competencies that you 
look for in your new hires?  
Today, I’d say international experience is most im-
portant. It renders your thinking much more open. 
Intercultural openness is crucial at adidas. At this 
location, for instance, we have people of 50 different 
nationalities. Open-mindedness helps us to learn 
from other people, which makes it very, very impor-
tant. Then I always look at what someone does off 
the job. Does he or she engage in any social projects, 
for example. This helps me to get a feel for their 
openness, which is essential for our company and 
our brand. In terms of knowledge, anyone who stud-
ied business, economics or marketing is going to 
meet the requirements. However, if two candidates 
have both have the same education, I look into their 
eyes and ask myself: Well, who has the fire, the pas-
sion, and the readiness to go the extra mile? That’s 
what will tip the scale.

It sounds like the crucial thing is cultural fit, 
which includes openness, working with diverse 
cultures, a passion for the brand… 
Right. Technical skills are a matter of course; they 
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The interview with Erich Stamminger was conducted 
by Michael Meier, Egon Zehnder International  
Düsseldorf and Dick Patton, Egon Zehnder Inter
national Boston (left).

have to be checked first. But on this basis, what I am 
looking for in people is more about cultural fit.

You mentioned digital media. How has that 
changed the way you communicate with the 
consumer?
It has transformed our way of communicating with 
the consumer completely, not only in terms of new 
digital media but also of television, print, outdoor me-
dia, and so on. To reach a broad consumer base we 
primarily use platforms like Facebook, Twitter and 
YouTube that allow us to communicate directly with 
consumers. And of course we keep a careful eye on 
what’s going on in chat rooms and forums. Media are 
changing rapidly and I believe what we see today is 
only the beginning. In the next three years we’ll see 
communication methods and tools arise that we don’t 
have a clue about today. This is where we want to be 
at the forefront, driving the changes as a pioneer in 
our industry, and even beyond. At the same time we 
know that in future we will no longer need to create a 
TV ad campaign once a year, because – especially in 
our industry – it’s the young generation that influ-
ences the older ones. So in effect we address these 
target groups through the digital channels too. This is 
why our digital department is set to grow.  
We have set up a department that takes care of eve-
rything we do in digital, in terms of communication 
as well as customization, as we offer more and more 
customized products. This department is directly 
responsible to the head of brand marketing.

How do you define success from a personal 
point of view and also in the context of adidas?  
There are quite different facets. The first is about P&L: 
You have a budget at your disposal and you don’t over-
spend; you invest your working capital and it works. 
You can see what you get back; you can measure this 
success. The second facet is more difficult to explain 
but equally important. For me it’s a success when I 
hear people talk about adidas in a respectful way and 
see that top designers all over the world as well as ma-
jor car companies are eager to cooperate with adidas in 
one form or another. Similarly, when I enter an adidas 
store and watch all those kids brimming over with en-
thusiasm for our products, it’s just fantastic. I see all 
this as an expression of high esteem or even “love” for 
this brand. The third aspect of success is our employ-
ees’ willingness to engage with new concepts and 
move in new directions when we launch an innovation. 

It’s a success when people follow you just because they 
love the brand and the company. 

If someone is looking to become a top mar-
keter, what are the main assets to acquire and 
pitfalls to watch out for?
There are four factors, I’d say – three assets and one 
pitfall: First, if you want get to the top you should 
have lived abroad and run a business or a business 
unit in a different culture. This provides you with 
deeper insight not only into the business you are 
working for, but also into diverse cultural environ-
ments. Second, you should have had P&L responsi-
bility. It is important to know how challenging it can 
be to bring an idea or a product to the consumer, tak-
ing account of the whole value chain, including the 
supply chain. Third, you should stay in a function for 
a minimum of around three years to see if what you 
did was successful. This gives you a chance to learn 
from experience and really understand the job before 
you take up a new role. And finally, the pitfall: Don’t 
risk leaving your colleagues behind. Creative mar-
keters tend to feel superior. They often speak a spe-
cific language that others find difficult to under-
stand. And they often move on too fast. You need to 
be aware of this when you deal with other people 
with different jobs and different views. Talk with 
them as equals and make sure they can follow you. 
As George Bernard Shaw once said: “The greatest 
problem in communication is the illusion that it has 
been accomplished.”
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Facets of change 
Across all sectors, the marketing function is in-
creasingly important to business management – 
and the role of the Chief Marketing Officer is grow-
ing accordingly. On the following pages, five CMOs 
report on how their jobs have changed in recent 
years and what it takes to be a successful CMO 
today.

THE PANEL
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How and why has your role as Chief Marketing 
Officer evolved over the years?
As I’ve had a number of different senior marketing 
roles I will give you my thoughts on the role of mar-
keting across sectors, which is dramatically different. 
In FMCG, the value-add of marketing is very appar-
ent and lies in generating purchaser and end user de-
mand, both new demand and ongoing usage. Market-
ing is the voice of the customer. Market success is 
equally driven by commercial decisions and market-
ing. So the role of marketing is very, very clear in 
terms of impacting the business. As such, the role of 
the CMO in championing the customer and leading 
the development of the strategies, activities and tac-
tics to create and sustain demand is highly visible.
Typically, in service businesses, marketing as a func-
tion has less sole ownership of the customer, because 
the business itself is serving customers. Managing 
the ongoing customer experience can be as closely as-
sociated with sustaining demand as any traditional 
marketing activity. And management of the customer 
experience is often within operations. So, marketing’s 
role is less clear and it is not as well understood. It can 
be viewed simply as a communications function, very 
executional. In the services sector, it is thus important 
for us to redefine the role of marketing. In many fi-
nancial services companies, marketing activities have 
not typically included answering strategic questions, 
such as: How can we change our relationships with 
customers as distribution changes? So more time is 
spent working across the senior management team to 
embed an understanding of marketing’s role in this 
new environment. From a technical perspective, mar-
keting has more opportunities than ever to impact the 
customer, but leveraging these opportunities is com-
plex. The CMO role is becoming more demanding as 
more channels open up and interact with one another, 
competition for share of mind and share of wallet 
heats up and customer sophistication increases.
How do you create an impact on your organiza-
tion and what are the key success factors for 
your role?

I find that my role is often about influencing and ex-
plaining in simple and commercial terms to people 
what it is that we do as marketers and why it is im-
portant. Marketers traditionally use lots of lingo, 
which tends to get lost on people, and lay sole claim 
to the customer, which as I have said is not really 
valid in service businesses. Often, people assume we 
are just about colours and cardboard. There is a fun-
damental disconnect in appreciating the rigour of the 
marketing discipline. 
I address this disconnect in a number of ways. 
Firstly, I try to find the burning platform which 
marketing can help address and focus on what are 
the big strategic levers we can pull. How can we 
integrate across traditional marketing disciplines 
to make a step change impact on the business? 
Also, it’s key to keep things simple and leave the 
lingo behind when communicating. Quick wins are 
really important to establishing credibility and 
helping people understand what marketing is about 
so that we can extend our influence and impact.  
Finally, any large-scale brand programme requires 
as much focus and planning on the internal roll-out 
as the external roll-out, because of the impact of 
frontline employees on delivering the service and 
therefore the brand. 
What skills and experience does it take to make 
a successful CMO?   
I think of being good at my job in terms of the non-
technical skills as well as the technical ones. The 
technical skills are pretty obvious. From the non-
technical standpoint, influencing is paramount, as I 
have said. And a big part of influencing is listening. 
Confidence, especially in financial services, is vital, 
because this is a very tough, robust environment. So 
a successful person needs to be able to stand their 
ground. Being analytical is important, as is under-
standing of the perceived role of marketing in serv-
ices and that it is a journey to change perceptions. 
Most crucially, building and leading a team that has 
pride in the business and the capabilities to deliver 
real value, in a highly collaborative way.

Nina Bibby
Chief Marketing Officer, Barclaycard

“Helping people understand what we do as marketers is key.”
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THE PANEL

How and why has your role as Chief Marketing 
Officer evolved over the years? 
The fundamental change is that the role of Chief 
Marketing Officer at Allianz has moved on from the 
original primary responsibility, which was brand 
management – establishing the strategic value prop-
osition and then transferring that into insightful, 
powerful global branding and brand messages. This 
of course continues to be a key role for a CMO of 
Allianz Group, but we are now well into the evolu-
tion from branding responsibility into true market-
ing, or as we call it “Market Management Responsi-
bility”, which is designed to transform and drive 
Allianz into a more customer/market-driven organi-
zation. That of course encompasses all areas of the 
marketing mix, from product pricing and distribu-
tion to customer-value management and of course 
branding; and because this is a new journey for the 
insurance industry, it has transformed the role of the 
CMO into a key driver of the transformation of the 
company. As a Group CMO I don’t have direct busi-
ness P&L and customer responsibility. My job is rather 
to make sure that this is enabled, and implemented at 
at the local country level. This involves the total port-
folio of change management – from organization, 
processes and people, to contents and best practices. 
How do you create an impact on your organiza-
tion, and what are the key success factors for 
your role? 
My own role as CMO is more indirect. My metrics 
and success factors relate to implementing organiza-
tional structures and processes and enabling the busi-
ness impact at local level. The Market Management 
function includes having the right people in place, 
which means using HR metrics like target profiles 
and 360° feedback; that is one of my key success cri-
teria. Then in the brand arena we have global brand-
performance metrics and efficiency metrics to meas-
ure the success of our global branding. And finally, in 
the “outputs of Market Management” as we call it, in 
terms of customer-portfolio development etc. we have 
indirect responsibility. Basically, we support the local 

entities in delivering customer impact. At local level, 
things are much more concrete. Typical metrics for a 
local Head of Market Management or a CMO would 
be total customer-count number, total high-value-
customer number and total customer value of the 
portfolio; so basically, it is not just about the quantity 
but the quality of the customer portfolio. 
Then at the Sales level, Market Management has to 
prove its value in driving the GPW (gross premiums 
written) of Sales, via better marketing material,  
for instance, or by providing our agents with better 
customer-lead lists. If you boil it down, what Sales  
is interested in is driving sales at lowest cost with 
strong commission at a competitive price and a supe-
rior service also of the back-office. And if Market 
Management drives these performance areas, that is 
where the effectiveness is created and we get buy-in 
from the Sales organization.
What skills and experience does it take to make 
a successful CMO?   
Our experience shows that market managers who 
perform best as CMOs in local entities have strong 
collaborative and influencing skills. They stand out 
in leadership because they are able to get other  
people to follow, even if they do not have the disci-
plinary power. That takes people who are well 
grounded in the facts and figures of their operations 
while at the same time understanding and address-
ing the needs of their partners. 
Further, I’d say results-orientation and change leader-
ship are two critical aspects. With results-orientation 
I’m thinking in terms of entrepreneurial spirit: getting 
things done; tangible actions that drive visible impact. 
In terms of change management, you need to be able 
to deal with change in all of its complexities and all of 
its challenges and barriers, be it culture, people, hier-
archy, processes, or whatever. And again, the best 
success models are people and leaders who work and 
understand their colleagues, and don’t just try to push 
through a dogmatic approach. 

Joseph Kumar Gross
Global Head of Group Market Management, Allianz SE 

“The CMO drives the transformation into a more customer-oriented 
organization.”
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How and why has your role as Chief Marketing 
Officer evolved over the years?
I’ve only been in this role for five months. However,  
I could share how I may be evolving this role in the 
company. I think that there is a sea change in hiring 
CMOs right now, especially in the media and content 
businesses. There is a much stronger demand for peo-
ple with strong digital backgrounds, because that is 
where our consumers are spending a lot more of their 
time, in addition to watching TV. Marketers need to 
know how to integrate mobile phones, tablets, gaming 
consoles and social networks into their communica-
tions plans. So when ESPN did a search to look for a 
new CMO, two prime focus areas were on digital and 
on social. The CMO role is evolving from a primary 
focus on building brands and driving viewership to 
also include key strategic questions such as: How does 
ESPN play in the social space? What is the role of 
mobile? Authentication of unique content and what 
other emerging new media areas should we be in-
volved in? That’s the evolving role of the CMO at 
ESPN and, in my opinion, also at many media compa-
nies and major content providers.  
How do you create an impact on your organiza-
tion and what are the key success factors for 
your role? 
In the overall ESPN organization I am looking to 
drive greater integration between departments. 
Therefore we are tightening our collaboration with 
Programming, Production and the Sales teams. And 
I’m trying to make sure we have an equal seat at the 
table when it comes to defining strategies. And then, 
I would say, we are frequently the voice of the fan 
and involved in making sure we offer a great fan ex-
perience that is aligned with our brand image and 
our brand values.
Within my own team and my own marketing organi-
zation I am also driving that same integration and 
making sure that the disparate parts of 150 people on 
my team are integrated. To that end, in driving more 
integrated marketing plans and very integrated mar-
keting teams, I have the opportunity to move our 

entire marketing organization into a new building in 
New York. And, instead of seating people in this 
new location with their functional teams, we are  
going to have people sitting next to each other who 
may not work together on a day-to-day basis. We  
believe that will foster a lot more integration and 
fresh thinking. 
What skills and experience does it take to make 
a successful CMO?   
I think innovation and adaptability to change and  
being a change agent within your own organization 
are critical. Consumer behavior – how consumers 
find, consume, participate in, talk about and share 
content – is changing fast. Often consumers are  
controlling the dialogue about your brand, and there 
is a stage for them to do so. All those factors require 
any C-executive to be innovative, to be open and  
listen and watch behavior, to embrace and anticipate 
that change, and to recognize that you can’t always  
control the experience.
Winning companies are those that not only adopt 
change but actually anticipate and drive it. That is 
what is going to be really necessary. But you have to 
know how to cascade that change down through the 
organizations, through the people you hire and the 
way you structure your teams to establish a culture 
that embraces change. In terms of culture it is really 
important that you get everyone on board, behind a 
vision, behind perhaps a new way of working. You 
also need to get processes and routines in place that 
are flexible and can adapt quickly to new scenarios. 
The key is creating an environment where your team 
is not threatened by change, but instead embraces it 
and finds ways to optimize the opportunities change 
brings.

Carol Kruse
Senior Vice President, Marketing, ESPN

“You have to establish a culture that embraces change.” 
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THE PANEL

How and why has your role as Chief Marketing 
Officer evolved over the years? 
I’m not sure the role of the CMO has changed, but 
the reality that we’re faced with in India has changed 
very significantly. What tends to change over time is 
the depth of information available, as well as your 
own development. You start to understand more  
layers and nuances in an emerging market. To be a 
successful CMO you still need to be the custodian of 
what the consumer wants and desires and how your 
brands fulfill such needs.
As more data is generated you also need the ability 
to pull back from data and use it to create an assort-
ment of ideas that are very strongly quantitatively 
valid as well. You don’t need to be a mathematical 
genius, but you do need the ability to have the num-
bers talk to you and to create enough distance from 
the numbers to make sense of them. As in the past, 
you need to be able to synthesize the quality with the 
quantity, but the complexity of what you are dealing 
with has risen significantly.
I’d also say that, while there has been a big change, 
not nearly enough of the entire marketing spend is 
going into the direct marketing through media such 
as digital technology. When I say digital I don’t mean 
banners on portals. First it’s about knowing your 
customers and being able to deal with them directly 
using digital means with their permission. And the 
second point is digital as a medium, the way we use 
social media for actual sales and brand pitches. 
That’s another place that’s underinvested in. And 
part of the reason is that we are still not able to meas-
ure it as much as we would like to. 
How do you create an impact on your organiza-
tion, and what are the key success factors for 
your role? 
I think where the CMO’s role is important in an  
organization is in making sure it’s not all about the 
latest ad. As the custodian of the consumer’s voice, 
marketing needs to be reflected in every single  
aspect of thinking across the organization. You bring 
the customer’s voice to the shop floor, the trucks, the 

business processes. From product development to 
process design, it’s the customer first. And indeed,  
at the Future Group, marketing thinking is central 
across all the retail formats. 
As the CMO you need to strike a balance; you’re not 
the person on the absolute front line with the con-
sumer. At the same time you mustn’t sink into being 
an administrative head of a number of bodies. So 
you still need to be able to understand and empathize 
with the people on the front line without necessarily 
interfering in what they are doing, and you must help 
build their skills. 
What skills and experience does it take to make 
a successful CMO?  
You have to be open-minded and not get either 
number-phobic or completely immersed in numbers. 
CMOs without an understanding of analytics will 
not survive in the future, and no CMO, past or  
future, could survive without an understanding of 
the human condition. 
One view of the ideal path to CMO has been that we 
should criss-cross between doing sales and more 
commercial roles and doing marketing roles. I would 
add a third factor to this: product development. And 
the more roles you play across the process of the  
customer experience, the more well-rounded you 
are. I think the key phrase is “critical experiences”. 
The more critical experiences you have, the more 
your mind opens, the better a human being in many 
ways you become, and the more open to ideas you 
become. And I think I would put a stint overseas in 
that “critical experiences” category. 
Finally, I would add empathy to the list – the ability 
to see through other people’s eyes – and the affection 
that one must have for one’s consumers. Those are 
not things one can teach and they are very easy to 
stifle in an organization’s culture. This is a skill set 
nobody talks about, but it’s a skill set to nurture for a 
strong marketing group.

Vibha Paul Rishi
Chief Marketing Officer, Future Group India

“Not nearly enough has been done in the area of digital media.” 
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How has your role as a Chief Marketing Officer 
evolved over the past few years and what are 
the underlying reasons for that?
In the past, the CMOs in many multinational compa-
nies used to need to know about how to grow in 
North America and in parts of Western Europe, be-
cause that was where the business was. The idea was 
that you put whatever you had, globally or in Europe, 
into emerging markets like Asia and hoped it just 
carried on growing. And that can’t happen anymore. 
The financial crisis has accelerated the need for or-
ganizations to shift their focus away from the North 
Atlantic and more to the South Atlantic and the Pa-
cific, and in some cases to Africa as well. Those are 
the places that are going to account for probably 
more than 50 percent of many multinationals’ growth 
in the next five to ten years. What a CMO needs to-
day is to understand what drives growth hardest in 
those places, rather than seeing that as the icing on 
the cake. This is a total shift in emphasis. 
How do you create an impact on your organisa-
tion and what are the key success factors for 
your role?
The CMO always used to be the best at their craft. 
The basics stayed the same – a TV ad has looked 
much the same since 1950; they just added color or 
3D. So the CMO used to be somebody who, through 
their experience, was very good at their job and was 
able to coach junior people through the organization. 
Nowadays, it’s the people who interact with consum-
ers in real time who know far more about what is 
right. It is no longer just about being the craft expert 
who coaches people; it is also about being good at 
recognizing the people who have their finger on the 
pulse of the market, even if you don’t fully under-
stand what they are doing. It’s about making sure 
that the right people are on the bus and developing 
the people on the bus. And while that has always 
been true, what is different now is the need to recog-
nize that they may know more than you. What is im-
portant is being able to spot that and to know whose 
judgment to trust and who to back. 

What skills and experience does it take to make 
a successful CMO?   
A CMO needs to be able to lead by intuition; to un-
derstand at an intuitive level and not just at a spread-
sheet level. There is so much data in the world and so 
little information, and it is very hard to distill down 
everything that is going on, particularly in emerging 
markets. Detailed analyses of trends and market per-
formance are still important, but knowing what has 
just happened does not tell you what is going to hap-
pen. So the CMO needs a far more powerful sense of 
vision and almost bloody-mindedness in pursuing 
that vision and leading people towards it. You need 
maverick leaders now in marketing organizations, 
people who are prepared to step out almost in entre-
preneurial fashion, and say: This is where we have to 
go. The second key skill is the ability to bring an 
organization with you – the ability to rally different 
functions around your banner. And the third one is 
to be able to make that mental intuitive leap that oth-
ers cannot. It is increasingly the imagination of the 
CMO that makes the difference.
Careers are often built by doing bigger and bigger jobs 
in bigger organizations. That is good and right; but 
sometimes people need to take smaller jobs in smaller 
firms where they develop more of an entrepreneurial 
feel. The value of going to a small business for a while 
is to get used to speed of decision-making being the 
most important thing, based on less data. Alongside 
the big corporate disciplines, that skill is going to be 
increasingly important for a CMO. While in tradi-
tional careers the best people would end up in the big-
gest businesses, today the best people need to end up 
in the emerging businesses. If you want to get on in 
your career, you need to have been to one of these 
places. If you want to grow your brand, you need to 
start from the sensibility of somebody in São Paolo or 
Shanghai, rather than London or New York. 

James Thompson
Chief Marketing Officer, APAC Diageo

“It is increasingly the imagination of the CMO that makes  
the difference.”
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ExpErTisE

From Brand Custodian to  
General Manager
In the age of digital media where the power of brands 
of all sizes has been democratized, customer focus has 
become a strategic imperative for every company. This 
has strengthened the role of marketing and revolution-
ized the profile of the Chief Marketing Officer. The one-
time custodians of the brand have been transformed 
into generalists with strong business management skills.
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Digital deluge, destruction and development

Marketing has changed radically in recent 
years – and the transformation is not yet complete. 
if you ask – as we did – cMOs of large internation-
al corporations about their roles and responsibili-
ties, they reveal the wide scope and complexity that 
this position carries today. in a growing  number of 
firms, marketing acts as the voice of the customer, 
initiating, enabling and driving market-oriented 
corporate governance. this often means that under 
its direction, processes and structures undergo a 
full-scale realignment.

as it has moved to center stage, marketing has 
changed from the ground up. From a single, lim-
ited function that dealt primarily with communica-
tion and creativity, it has grown into a multifaceted 
field that integrates a variety of functions and has 
a material influence on the strategy and organiza-
tion of the company. Marketing is becoming a driv-
ing force within the company. this has also meant 
redefining the role of the cMO, which is expand-
ing to include responsibilities and powers similar 
to those of a general manager. in many consumer 
goods companies, this understanding of market-
ing and the role of the cMO already dominates; in 
other sectors, it applies to an increasing degree.

Without a doubt the primary engine of this 
change can be found in the digital media, which 
are developing at a rapid pace – with tangible re-
sults. in the consumer goods sector, many retail 
businesses are competing for a larger share of the 
online market. at the same time, completely new 
products and services are being created by the con-
vergence of formerly separate technologies such as 
internet, television and telecommunications. new 
markets are developing. thanks to blogs and social 
networks such as twitter, Youtube and Facebook, 
the virtual world also influences real life. consum-

ers use communications and media differently; 
new consumption patterns and lifestyles are cre-
ated. digital media give consumers unprecedented 
influence. the internet has become an assessment 
tool for purchases, as new instruments and plat-
forms are constantly developed to allow consumers 
to do research and share opinions before they buy a 
product. People are taking increasing advantage of 
“virtual” options for participation and control. the 
power of the consumer is growing.

Direct to the consumer

this has wide-sweeping implications for compa-
nies. the digital revolution has affected every in-
dustry. Barriers to entry, such as capital-intensive 
distribution models, are being swept away. in most 
consumer goods sectors, profits are under pressure 
because people are choosing to buy products on-
line. We need only to look at amazon to see the 
dimensions of this change: in the United states the 
online store now accounts for almost 20 percent of 
the total sales of the 500 largest retail businesses. 
it is hardly remarkable that consumer goods manu-
facturers who previously distributed their products 
through retail channels are now looking for ways 
to approach the consumer directly. as part of this 
growing worldwide trend, many now completely 
circumvent retail stores or, like apple, use them 
primarily to present their brand world. 

With the growing influence of e-commerce and 
online and mobile communication, there has also 
been a change in the relationship between company 
and consumer. the company’s view of their busi-
ness has taken a 180-degree turn. instead of taking 
the product as their starting point, they now have to 
begin with the person who buys the product. the 
consumer’s current preferences and needs have be-
come the measure of all things. this has boosted the 

DiCK pATTON
Egon Zehnder International, Boston
dick.patton@ezi.net

MiCHAEL M. MEiEr
Egon Zehnder International, Düsseldorf
michael.meier@ezi.net
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strategic importance of digital marketing, which is 
driving the transformation of the company into a 
consumer-oriented organization. all the more so 
because this has proven the best way to reach young 
consumers, an elusive yet highly influential group. 

almost incidentally, digital media also serve as 
an important resource for sharpening customer fo-
cus – they are the source of copious and often highly 
differentiated market and consumer data that allow 
companies to measure marketing success. they 
provide information from around the world, 24/7 
and at a minimal cost. analyzing and applying this 
data effectively, however, requires skill and expe-
rience. Many companies have put together special 
online teams and appointed marketing managers 
who are experts in the field of digital media.

But companies need to go a step further to make 
optimal use of the data that comes in every hour 
of every day. actions must follow on the heels of 
information, meaning decisions have to be made 
more rapidly than ever before. this requires flatter 
organizational structures and good teamwork, es-
pecially across the boundaries of departments and 
divisions. cooperation and partnerships – inside 
and outside the company – are important determin-
ers of success today. companies that hold protract-
ed coordination meetings on several hierarchical 
levels risk being trumped by the competition.

New marketing opportunities, new competences

all this has created numerous challenges and 
caused an upheaval in marketing departments that 
can be characterized as epochal. On the one hand, 
models that were successful for decades have be-
come obsolete; as customer contacts become in-
creasingly individualized, mass communications 
and standard sales formulas are flopping. On the 
other, interactive media shaped by users – such as 
blogs and social networking groups – are opening 
up completely new marketing opportunities. there 
are also hurdles to overcome, however. Marketing 
must succeed in becoming relevant for media users 

and insert itself into the flow of digital communi-
cations without appearing heavy-handed or inau-
thentic. against this backdrop, today many com-
panies are rethinking their marketing activities. 
Long-term investments in the brand, communica-
tion strategies, commercial relationships on differ-
ent channels, the depth and breadth of the product 
portfolio – all are being reexamined.

as the company’s strategic focus turns to the 
customer, new and increasingly complex responsi-
bilities are falling under the purview of marketing. 
creative and operational tasks take a back seat as 
conceptual demands grow. in growing numbers of 
companies, the board requires marketing to have a 
clear strategic orientation while taking on respon-
sibility for sales and profits. at the same time, mar-
keting managers are also finding it increasingly 
difficult to balance long-term strategic goals with 
the need to achieve short-term economic success.

The new CMO

around the world, we can currently observe how 
deeply this has changed the profile of cMOs. in 
leading companies they have long since moved 
away from the role of brand custodian, instead 
managing a wide spectrum of often highly complex 
responsibilities. they are involved – or ideally, in-
strumental – in developing the overarching corpo-
rate strategy. it is also their job to ensure that their 
company has a strategically oriented customer fo-
cus. this includes bringing departments on board, 
bridging their differences, and initiating and di-
recting change processes. in many points, the re-
sponsibilities of the “new” cMO overlap with those 
of other divisions such as it, sales, r&d and even 
touch on process organization. close coordination 
is required by cMOs to push forward with a com-
prehensive product marketing plan that centers on 
consumer requirements – from idea to production 
and distribution. the success of their activities is 
monitored using kPis that could also serve as gen-
eral indicators of the company’s success.

in leading companies CMOs are involved – or ideally, 
instrumental – in developing the overarching corpo-
rate strategy. 

ExpErTisE



19ExpertsThe new role of the CMO

given the type and scope of these responsibilities, 
it is natural to conclude that nowadays the compe-
tence profile of a successful cMO is similar to that 
of a ceO. and indeed, an analysis of anonymized 
data from management evaluations conducted by 
egon Zehnder international revealed significant 
overlap. in large portions of the performance as-
sessment with eight defined competences, there 
were few differences between cMOs and ceOs. 
this shows that cMOs are just as results-oriented 
as ceOs and have equally well-developed compe-
tences in teamwork, organizational development, 
change management and market expertise.  

What does this tell us? although some still be-
lieve that cMOs don’t have what it takes to be ceO 
because they have a narrow perspective and are not 
sufficiently results-oriented, this view is clearly 
outdated. the striking similarities in competence 
profiles leave no doubt that today’s stellar cMOs 
take on large-scale responsibilities requiring busi-
ness management expertise. given the trend to-
wards increased customer focus, this competency 
profile will apply to even more marketing manag-
ers going forward and ultimately will serve as the 
benchmark for successful marketing executives. in 
the future those who want to succeed as cMOs will 
have to possess the wide-ranging skills of a gen-

eral manager, and be more than comfortable with 
digital media and the accompanying challenges. 
this is good news for successful cMOs who are 
considering making the move to ceO. they can be 
certain that they are already well equipped to meet 
the demands of the position to which they aspire.

ExpErTisE
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