
   

Weathering the storm:  choppy waters universal 
among global C-suite executives 
Results of international survey disclosed 
Written by Walter Baker, USA 

Signium International, a leading 
global executive search firm 
consortium with more than 40 
offices in the Americas, Asia 
Pacific, Europe, and the Middle 
East, conducted a summer 2009  
survey targeting CEOs to 
determine which key challenges 
global business leadership faces 
today.  Additionally, Signium 
queried CEOs’ thoughts regarding 
what qualities leaders would need 
to meet their global businesses’ 
short- and long-term objectives. 
 
Within the context of the currently 
challenging economic environment, 
we asked global CEOs how the 
business climate impacted their 
specific 
businesses; what 
their companies’ 
short- and long-
term challenges 
were; and which 
key leadership 
attributes and qualities were most 
needed to meet those challenges.  
While responses came from a wide 
range of businesses throughout the 
world, Signium found that several 
key themes transcended borders, 
industry sectors and company size. 
 
From a pool of more than 50 
respondents, CEOs or presidents 
made up 70 percent, and the 
remainder comprised of other C-
level executives with profit-and-loss 
responsibilities.  With regard to 
regional representation, 47 percent 
of respondents were from the 
Americas, 31 percent from Europe, 
and 22 percent from the Asia 
Pacific region.  While company size 
varied, key respondents included 
leaders from BASF, Emerson 
Electric, Visa, BBVA and National 

Australian Bank.  Sectors included 
industrial, financial services, life 
science, transportation logistics, 
retail and healthcare (albeit country
-specific in nature). 
 
Executive Summary  
 
Signium posed eight open-ended 
questions that focused on key 
business challenges and the 
leadership qualities and attributes 
required to successfully meet future 
objectives. Global business 
leaders’ responses shared their 
concern about the challenge of 
balancing short-term approaches to 
the economic crisis, while 
simultaneously developing and 

implementing longer-term 
strategies that will ensure 
sustainability.  Additionally, 
responses consistently indicated 
that leaders must take responsibil-
ity for creating a vision and 
communicating and motivating 
teams to successfully implement 
increasingly complex corporate 
objectives in a global business 
environment.  To be successful, 
leaders must be open-minded, 
ethical and decisive, as well as 
possess the ability to develop and 
implement business strategies and 
deliver operational results. 
 
Below are the specific questions 
posed as well as the key statistical 
findings: 
 
 

1.  What are the 3 biggest 
challenges facing your business 
in the next 12 months? 
Nearly 100% of responses 
commented on revenue and 
economic concerns. 
 
2.  What are the 3 biggest 
leadership challenges you face 
as a CEO in the next 12 months?
Approximately 53% of responses 
discussed leadership, while slightly 
less (51%) listed investing in 
people, and 35% note financial 
challenges. 
 
3.  What are the 3 most important 
leadership qualities that are 
required for running a global 
business? 
According to our responses, 40% 
believe good strategy is crucial, 
while 37% list good communication 
skills, 25% say recognizing global 
versus local trends and relation-
ships is important and 16% believe 
flexibility is a top quality. 
 
3a.  Have the required leadership 
qualities changed over the past 2
-3 years, and if so, how? 
Answers varied in response to this 
question with 42% of people 
believing leadership qualities have 
changed, 37% say they have not 
changed and 21% produced a 
different answer. 
 

“Our leaders must provide vision and 
leadership, and ensure the implementation 
of both policy and strategic objective.” 
 - CEO, Transportation and Logistics 
Company, Italy 
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4.  What are the most important 
qualities you look for in a leader 
to ensure that he/she is a good fit 
with your organization in 
particular?  
Nearly half of responses, at 44%, 
believe that leadership qualities are 
most important while 33% look for 
value based leaders and 19% seek 
intelligence. 
 
5.  What is your 
view regarding 
executive 
remuneration, 
and have your views or policies 
changed based on recent public 
criticism? 
These responses varied and were 
somewhat vague; quantitative data 
was not pulled. 
 
6.  Do you anticipate that your 
executive headcount will grow, 
decline or remain the same in the 
next 12 months and why? 
More than half of responses (54%) 
anticipate that executive headcount 
will remain the same, while 18% 
expect it to grow, 14% anticipate a 
decline and another 14% of 
responses gave an alternative 
response. 
 
7.  Do you believe that the “war 
for talent” will continue to grow 
in the coming years?  Why or 
why not? 
A majority of responses (70%) 
believe that the “war for talent” will 
continue to grow and 11% expect it 
to decline. 
 
8.  Which area(s) of your 
business have been impacted the 
most and the least by the current 
economic turbulence? 
This is another question that 
produced a myriad of responses 
making quantitative data difficult to 
pull. 
 

8a.  How does your company 
shift Corporate Social Responsi-
bility efforts, if at all, during times 
of significant change or 
uncertainty? 
Most people (54%) did not see a 
change in Corporate Social 
Responsibility efforts but 7% explain 
how their office buildings are 

encouraging environmental 
sustainability with office program-
ming and awareness. 
 
Analysis of Leadership Qualities 
and Challenges  

 
Below are four of the questions 
Signium posed with respondents’ 
primary themes: 
 
1. What are the three biggest 
challenges facing your business 
in the next 12 months?   Three key 
themes listed in order of importance 
were: 
 
Nearly 100 percent of respondents 
stated their greatest challenge was 
for their organizations to weather 
the current financial storm and have 
the ability to protect their margins in 
spite of economic climate, global 
competition, liquidity and capital 
constraints, and new business 
regulations. 

 
About 55 percent of respondents 
mentioned a key challenge was to 
transform their organization and 
position it for sustainable growth in 
the future.  While the nature of the 
responses varied, specific initiatives 
included new product and service 
innovation, new market and global 
expansion, and the development 
and retention of key leaders to lead 

a restructured or right-sized 
business. 
 
The third challenge was the impact 
of an increasingly global business 
environment.  Specifics included 
having access to capital and 
managing exchange-rate fluctua-
tions. 

 
Other key 
business 
challenges noted 
by CEOs included 
ensuring relevant 

communications to internal and 
external stakeholders, and the 
importance of ensuring compliance 
to new rules and regulations in 
multiple markets. 
 
In summary, while it is apparent that 
leadership is concerned with a 
multitude of existing challenges, 
(margins and weathering the current 
storm) it became equally apparent 
that leaders consider a significant 
challenge in positioning their 
businesses for the future and 
aligning and preparing them for an 
economic rebound. 
 
 
 
2. What are the three biggest 
leadership challenges you face 
as a CEO in the next 12 months?  
Not surprisingly, there is overlap 
among leadership and business 
challenges. Key themes that 
emerged, in order of importance, 
are: 
 
The ability to identify, prioritize, and 
implement short- and long-term 
solutions that will result in long-term 
organizational sustainability.  Many 
CEOs mentioned the need to build 
strong financial foundation, i.e., cost 
savings during the downturn, while 
maintaining a focus on medium- and 
long-term goals. 

“The capacity for foresight in decision-making and being 
a team player are key leadership attributes that we  seek.” 
- Director, Financial Services, Spain 
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To provide proper guidance in their 
organizations. Additionally, there is a 
need to communicate and motivate 
global business teams to improve 
morale and deliver against stated 
promises. 
 
The need to invest in human capital 
and the importance of rebuilding and 
developing senior management 
teams to face the challenges of the 
future.  Several subsectors 
mentioned included the implementa-
tion of market-driven human 
resource tactics, the critical 
importance of building a team-
oriented approach, and in the longer 
term, building employee trust.  It is 
apparent to us that unlike many of 
the past recessions where deep cuts 
in personnel were used to meet 
margins and profit objectives, current 
corporate leadership seems 
increasingly committed to employee 
and management retention. 
 
Other responses regarding 
leadership challenges included the 
need to provide guidance 
through transformational 
changes, investing in new 
products and markets, and 
managing board and share 
holder expectations.  
Executives specifically 
mentioned a hurdle as 
being the development of strong 
teams to meet future challenges, 
and the importance of open and two-
way communication in increasingly 
global and multicultural environ-
ments.  We view this as a distinct 
shift from the more traditional vertical 
top-down direction of controlled 
organizations.  Companies no longer 
are simply hunkering down through 
job cuts and saving their way to 
prosperity; today’s leaders recognize 
the need for planning and imple-
menting strategies to be executed by 
world-class teams with clear lines of 

communication. 
What are the three most important 
leadership qualities required for 
running a global business?  
Various key themes emerged: 
 
Forty percent of respondents 
indicated the need for global leaders 
to successfully develop and 
implement strategies and tactics.  As 
one CEO stated, “There is a need for 
greater operational focus. We need 
the ability to balance leadership with 
the fundamentals, as well as the 
ability to balance both the art and 
science of business.” 
 
Communication, communication, 
communication.  While stated in 
various manners, nearly 40 percent 
of respondents noted that leaders 
must have strong communication 
skills and the ability to engage and 
motivate internal and external 
stakeholders in multiple cultures and 
at various levels. 
 
Open and flexible executives, who 
can operate as part of a team, yet 

are consistent and decisive in their 
actions, are a must.  Also needed 
are executives who can recognize a 
need or opportunity, and within the 
boundaries of the organization, 
develop and implement reality-based 
solutions that will either fix the 
problem or take advantage of new 
business possibilities. 
 
The need for innovative team 
builders also is a telling theme 
among responses, and is clearly a 
transitional move away from the 
“superstar” mentality.  A much higher 

emphasis is placed on corporate 
leaders who have the ability to build 
and lead teams to successful 
outcomes. 
 
Leaders also must possess the 
ability to operate and be successful 
in an increasingly global environ-
ment.  Individuals who have the 
ability to think globally, act locally, 
and ensure that the local and global 
business entities are balanced to 
meet market demands and 
pressures will emerge as leaders.  
Key attributes also included the 
ability to be globally empathetic and 
impactful in a complex, multicultural 
environment. 
 
Integrity and the ability to build trust 
within an organization are essential 
to effective leadership.  As one 
executive describes, he wants 
leaders who do what they say; know 
the difference between right and 
wrong; take a value-added and 
proactive approach; and then instill 
trust internally and externally. 
 

Signium also asked if 
leadership qualities had 
changed over the past three 
years.  While many said that 
they had essentially remained 
the same, several key 
changes were observed that 
support the overall trends of 

the prior question.  Most notably, 
and given the economic environ-
ment, the intensity required of 
leaders has increased.  There is less 
room for error and few, if any, places 
to hide. Secondly, leaders in today’s 
environment must have an increased 
focus and be decisive in their 
approach.  This clearly supports the 
earlier proposition that executives 
need the ability to plan and deliver 
all aspects of their companies’ 
business strategies.  Finally, many 
respondents mentioned the need for 
innovation and flexibility, specifically 

 “We must align our cost and revenue 
structure, and ensure that we maintain access 
to capital markets to fund sustainable 
growth.”  - CEO, Healthcare, U.S.A  
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in the contexts of leaders being 
agile and having the ability to 
adjust their plans according to a 
continually shifting market and 
client needs.  Other changes in 
leadership skills included the 
ability to acclimate and incorporate 
increasingly rapid introductions of 
new common technologies (i.e., 
Twitter, LinkedIn, blogs, Google, 
etc.). 
 
As key themes to leadership 
challenges emerge, and demand 
for performance increases, a 
fundamental question for corporate 
leaders, especially those 
dedicated to building leadership 
teams, becomes 
that of executive 
assessment and 
evaluation as it 
relates to 
cultural fit into 
an organization. 
 
4. What are the most important 
qualities you look for in a leader 
to ensure that he/she is a good 
fit with your organization?  
 
Mentioned by 44 percent of 
respondents, qualities included the 
ability to build and motivate teams, 
which stemmed from personal 
attributes of being accountable 
and enthusiastic. Also stated were 
intelligence, decisiveness and 
bravery. 
 
The most consistent response 
provided by 33 percent of 
respondents was the need to 
provide a value-added approach – 
one that is consistent with 
corporate ethics and values.  This 
encompasses not only ethics, but 
also professional confidence and 
excellence based on a combina-
tion of the professional experi-
ences, strong financial skills and 

personal characteristics.  In 
today’s economic climate, key 
characteristics must include a 
strong analytical approach and 
goal orientation. 
 
 
A high level of drive, energy and 
innovation as witnessed by a 
sense of urgency and previous 
track record of successes. 
 
A sense of common values and 
behavior; someone who is a good 
corporate citizen and has 
demonstrated the ability to build 
and grow successful teams and 
businesses. 

 
 
Conclusion  
 
“The business of business is 
business.” 
 
This adage is as true today as 
when it was stated by Milton 
Friedman.  The results of our 
responses highlight the priority of 
today’s leaders to deliver results, 
and create long-term stakeholder 
value, specifically the importance 
of both planning and executing.  
Importantly, our survey has 
highlighted these results to be 
delivered in a dynamic, global, and 
increasingly complex environment.  
In the context of history, the three 
key business challenges 
mentioned by our respondents are 
surviving the current economic 
situation, ensuring success in an 
increasingly global environment, 
and the need to create sustainable 
enterprises, are neither surprising 

nor new.  The same goes for 
responses regarding core 
leadership challenges: the 
balancing of short and long-term 
solutions, providing vision to 
increasingly multi-cultural 
enterprises, and investing in 
human capital. 
 
Given these responses, we have 
gained a clear picture of 
leadership requirements and the 
qualities needed for success.  
Global business leaders must be 
well rounded, and have the critical 
ability to manage business 
fundamentals, while also planning 
and building for the future.  They 

must be highly 
effective communica-
tors and lead 
innovation in an 
increasingly global 
environment where 

both the speed and volume of 
information has increased 
dramatically.  Importantly, today’s 
leaders must operate and run their 
enterprises with integrity, and build 
teams while providing a clear 
vision.  Our respondents were 
clear on both the importance of the 
right “fit,” and scarcity of balanced 
leaders.  In spite of the current 
economic environment, over 70% 
of our respondents feel that the 
war for talent is escalating, and 
that one of their critical charters is 
to identify and develop future 
leaders.  These leaders must have 
drive, energy, and a sense of 
urgency.  They must be able to 
deliver both consistent and 
sustainable results and understand 
Friedman’s adage of “the business 
of business is business.” 
 

“It’s important that we manage volatility in a glob al 
market, while controlling costs and retaining talen t.”  
 - CEO, Financial Services Company, Mexico 


