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Your ability to communicate powerfully not just with 
shareholders, analysts and industry insiders, but also 
with the media and your customers, is the key to 
success in a world where everyone and everything is 
connected.

CEOs often lament that they feel isolated in their role and that it’s hard to get anyone to 
tell them what they really think.  Much to their own dismay, CEOs operate in a bubble.  
Executive assistants and Chiefs of Staff zealously protect access to their calendar.   Trips 
are carefully orchestrated, and employees in all locations are somehow always prepared 
for “surprise” visits.  Presentations are scrubbed and comments carefully considered 
before they’re shared.  Speeches are largely scripted by someone else and typically 
delivered in front of audiences who have a vested interest in what CEOs have to say.   
No matter where CEOs go, those protective bubbles go with them.  

What makes this especially frustrating for CEOs is that intellectually, they know their 
company’s growth and reputation are being determined by people outside of the 
bubble—by the company’s external stakeholders.  Among these audiences are customers, 
shareholders, analysts, industry insiders, and the media.  According to a report by 
management consultants McKinsey & Co, CEOs spend approximately 17 percent of 
their time talking to customers and 14 percent dealing with other outside stakeholders.

In our experience, we see CEOs meeting with their top customers and vendors, but 
typically, not the end user of their product or service.  In terms of the other external 
stakeholders, the lion’s share of time and focus go to communicating with shareholders 
and potential investors, analysts, and industry insiders.   With the exception of big 
announcements or crises, the media—and preparation to speak to the media—get a 
small fraction of their time … if any at all.

There are a number of reasons for this.  Building relationships with top customers is 
a necessary part of driving revenue growth.   For CEOs of public companies, keeping 
shareholders, analysts, and potential investors informed and in touch with senior 
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management is a necessary part of driving the performance of their stock.  After all, 
maximizing shareholder value is Job #1 for most CEOs.  Spending time with peer and 
industry groups helps CEOs understand significant trends and opportunities in the 
marketplace, while positioning the company as an industry leader.  

We would argue that another reason is that CEOs are typically most comfortable with 
these audiences.  First, these groups want to speak with the CEO and have a vested 
interest in hearing what the CEO has to say. They have a lot in common with the CEO.  
They speak the same language of business, understand the unwritten rules of business 
and, with the exception of the occasional gadfly, largely play by them.  These are the 
external stakeholders that enable the CEO and, by extension, the company to enjoy the 
greatest amount of control and build the strongest relationships.

On the other hand, the media and the direct consumer or end user are a far more 
diverse and challenging group.  Meeting with more than a handful of consumers is 
physically impossible, and spending time with reporters, who may or may not write a 
story, is a seemingly inefficient use of precious time.   What’s more, the CEO’s primary 
responsibility—the financial success and stability of the organization—is generally not 
these stakeholders’ primary concern.  More than ever, customers care if your prices 
go up … not your costs … putting brand loyalty at risk.  Reporters are skeptical, if not 
cynical. 
 
The environment in which CEOs have to communicate with these audiences is especially 
challenging.  Thanks to the torrent of information perpetually filling up their e-mail 
boxes, voicemail boxes, mailboxes, TV screens, iPods, iPads and laptops … everyone 
is distracted, impatient, and easily bored.  And in an age of social media and instant 
information, these stakeholders expect access.   In order to communicate with them, 
CEOs are required to break out of their bubbles and face their questions, comments, 
concerns, and ideas directly, quickly, and deftly.  

Today, when vast political, social and consumer revolutions happen overnight on Twit-
ter, failure to communicate well can have a significant impact on the company.   The 
individual consumer and the local reporter today have the same power and influence as 
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“The environment in which CEOs have to communicate with these audiences is 
especially challenging. Thanks to the torrent of information perpetually filling up their 
e-mail boxes, voicemail boxes, mailboxes, TV screens, iPods, iPads and laptops … 
everyone is distracted, impatient, and easily bored.”



a Fortune 500 company’s top customer or #1 shareholder.  This shift in global communi-
cation requires a shift in CEO behavior and priorities.  It requires CEOs to communicate 
externally more, to build relationships with less predictable and cohesive audiences, and 
to put even greater emphasis on reputation management.

Former Massachusetts governor Mitt Romney once famously said, “Organizations are 
people too.”  While his comment was widely derided, the fact is, it was true.  Organiza-
tions are led, managed, and operated by people—people who have flaws and strengths, 
families and friends, pets and hobbies, personal tragedies and personal joys.  Yet when it 
comes to reputation and public perception, once they go behind the doors of the work-
place, it’s as if all those individual people disappear and become part of the overall fabric 
and front of The Company.  The Company becomes its own entity—faceless, mysterious, 
and unknowable to the press and public—an anonymous machine that turns out products 
and services.

With no opportunity to see behind the curtain, the public must take its cues from what 
it sees in the media and from their own individual experiences.  And with fewer journal-
ists to cover more news, more journalists take their cues from what other journalists have 
reported and what private citizens are posting online.  With social media and increasingly 
sophisticated search engine capabilities, all these separate stories and individual experi-
ences are able to be reported and connected instantly, publicly, globally, and forever.  

There’s a long trail of companies whose reputations have been damaged or destroyed by 
poor communication with external stakeholders.  Today, a CEO’s ability to communicate 
powerfully not just with shareholders, analysts, and industry insiders, but also with the 
media and individual customers, is the key to success in a world where everyone and 
everything is connected. 

CEOs who have mastered this new type of communication do a number of things well.
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They understand that to anyone outside their immediate 
family and friends, they are the company 

As Suzanne Bates writes in her book, Discover Your CEO Brand, “becoming the leader 
of any organization is a lot like getting married to a company.  Your reputation and the 
reputation of the enterprise are tied up together as one.”

Because of the communication platform and the intense scrutiny that comes with the 
position, the CEO is the only single role with the power to humanize an otherwise 
faceless, anonymous organization.  How they can do this with the public is through 
both traditional and social media. One of the best CEOs at building relationships with 
the public was Steve Jobs, founder of Apple.   Jobs used every tool at his disposal to 
make the press and public feel like they knew him.  Not only was he an outstanding 
showman and colorful interviewee, he was also renowned for e-mailing customers out of 
the blue, even if it was just to lambaste them for complaining.  His genius was not just his 
determination to introduce breakthrough design and engineering, it was also his ability 
to let the public see and feel his passion.

Not only are people who feel like they have a rational and emotional connection to a 
company more likely to buy its products and services, they are also more forgiving when 
there’s a problem, as it inevitably happens.  When the iphone4 came out with a faulty 
antenna, customers’ complaints could be heard around the world.  Jobs only made the 
negative publicity worse when he publicly responded that it was the customers’ fault 
for holding the phone wrong.  But after Apple fixed the problem, the noise stopped 
and customers were lining up at midnight again, eager to be the first to buy the next 
product. Because the press and public felt they had a personal relationship with Jobs, 
they accepted his quirks as part of the passion and were willing to forgive his missteps.

The total assimilation between the CEO and the company has significant benefit and 
risk under any circumstance.  The risk is heightened exponentially, however, in the event 
of a crisis.  Tony Hayward of BP Oil, Tyco’s Dennis Kozlowski, former HP CEO Mark 
Hurd, and media giant Rupert Murdoch have all caused their company’s reputation to 
plunge due to their own words and actions, or lack thereof.  While crises of these types 
are not new, what is new is how much social media has amplified and accelerated their 
effects.  There is simply nowhere to hide.



They Stay Close to Public Sentiment

One of the biggest problems with living in the CEO bubble is that over time and, espe-
cially if they’re successful, it’s easy to drink your own Kool-Aid.  They and their execu-
tives start believing their own PR.  Next thing they know, they’ve become complacent 
and some hungry competitor has come out of nowhere and eaten their lunch.

Making the effort to stay in close touch with people who have no vested interest in your 
success is the best way for a CEO to know how the company is really doing.  Effective 
CEOs go out of their way to get real, unfiltered feedback, not only from within the or-
ganization, but from without.   As Adam Bryant writes in his book, The Corner Office, 
CEOs need to lock themselves out of their offices.  Terry Lundgren, CEO of Macy’s 
and Brian Dunn, CEO of Best Buy, spend a significant amount of time visiting stores.  
Arnold Zetcher, former CEO of Talbots, used to not only read financial and trade pub-
lications, he would also read what the company’s customers were reading.

In addition to getting regular reports from customer service, CEOs should spend time 
in customer service.  Delta Airlines recently posted a picture of their CEO, Richard 
Anderson, sitting with a reservations agent taking calls.  CNET reported that Steve 
Jobs was answering customer queries about the iPad.  Bill Gates made his e-mail ad-
dress public.  He was quoted as saying, “Your most unhappy customers are your great-
est source of learning …. You’ve got to want to be in this incredible feedback loop 
where you get the world-class people to tell you what you’re doing wrong.”

Metrics are now a regular element of companies’ PR and Communications programs.  
As a result, a number of services today not only measure number of stories and audi-
ence size, but also sentiment.  In a social media world, where reputation can turn on a 
dime, it’s worth making the investment in staying on top of subjective measurements 
like sentiment, both in traditional media and on the web.
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They Build Strong Relationships Before They Need Them

Any business relationship that is strictly transactional in nature is not strong or stable.  
There’s no emotional connection that drives trust and no history to create loyalty.  One 
common mistake CEOs and senior executives make with the press, however, is to treat 
it like a transactional relationship in which the reporter is allowed access for a specific 
story that the company wants publicized as part of a marketing plan.

Reporters are human beings and, like all human beings, they’ll have a more favor-
able impression and be more forgiving of missteps if they feel like they have a real 
connection with the CEO and the company.  Having informal breakfasts or lunches 
with key reporters and bloggers, where there’s no agenda and the conversation is on 
background, is well worth the investment of time.  The media relations group of a 
global financial services company routinely arranges breakfasts between executives and 
reporters as a “get to know you” event.  They find that positive feature stories routinely 
result from these meetings as a result of informational conversations.
Many companies actively court bloggers, bringing them in-house for a behind-the-
scenes look at the company and meetings with senior executives including the CEO.   
A minority of CEOs are also blogging themselves as a way to connect directly with 
consumers without going through the filter of the media.  The website, theceodaily.
com, aggregates CEO blogs, including posts from Bill Marriott of Marriott Hotels, 
Mark Cuban of the Dallas Mavericks, George Colony of Forrester Research and Mike 
Critelli, Executive Chairman of Pitney Bowes.

Because blogging is time consuming and requires a continuous stream of new material, 
the ROI is hard to measure.   However, CEOs are able to have a presence on social net-
works in many other ways.  Participating in Twitterviews (interviews on Twitter) give 
reporters live access to the CEO on short notice while giving the CEO a measure of 
control over what is reported while coming across in a more informal and relatable way.  
Here’s how NPR did a Twitterview with the CEO of Chiquita Banana on a reported 
move to Cincinnati.
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sciencereporter  

@FdoAguirreCEO Question for #NPR story: What do you think about people in Cincy 
and CLT using twitter to talk to you about the possible move

FdoAguirreCEO  

@sciencereporter Pleasantly surprised. Positive 4 both cities. Direct contact w consumers. 
Creative. Fun. Humbling & Humanizing 4 CEO. Thx.

sciencereporter  

@FdoAguirreCEO Thank you. National story on the "tale of two hashtags" scheduled to air 
Fri on All Things Considered ~Ann Thompson WVXU

FdoAguirreCEO  

Just finished my 1st ever Twitterview w @sciencereporter 4 #NPR Much faster & easier 
than #60minutes or #UndercoverBoss
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They Don’t “Wing” It  

One of the ironies we often encounter with the clients we are coaching is that they be-
lieve that if they practice, they will appear forced and unnatural.  In fact, the opposite is 
the case.  Just as musicians won’t play well if they haven’t internalized the notes or golf-
ers won’t hit the ball well if they don’t practice their swing, executives in high-visibility 
and high-stakes positions, need to practice communicating to get good at it.

In a 2011 article in The New Yorker, surgeon Atul  Gawande makes a powerful case 
for experienced professionals to get ongoing coaching.  “Elite performers, researchers 
say, must engage in ‘deliberate practice’—sustained, mindful efforts to develop the full 
range of abilities that success requires,” he writes.

What happens when executives don’t practice is that they resort to reading their notes, 
which always sounds forced and inauthentic, or they ad lib, which is where so many 
CEOs get into trouble, especially in crisis situations.

CEOs spend a significant amount of time preparing for meetings and presentations with 
shareholders, investment firms, and analysts.  They’ll have multiple meetings with their 
teams to develop and fine- tune message points. They’ll review multiple drafts of presen-
tations and go through mock Q&A sessions.  If it’s a new big customer or major investor, 
they’ll spend time learning more about them.  When the meeting happens, the CEO is 
typically well-prepared, comfortable with what they need to know, and ready to deftly 
answer and deflect questions. 

Videos produced in-house and posted to You Tube, Facebook and LinkedIn are other 
options. webreport.com noted that a number of CEOs are “shedding their starchy images, 
public company chief executives and chief financial officers are increasingly turning to 
the popular video sharing service YouTube to tell their firms’ investment stories.”  That 
story, which ran in 2011, included Steve Schwartzman of The Blackstone Group, Peter 
Voser of Shell, and Joseph Jimenez of Novartis.  The list has grown exponentially with 
CEOs now using video to communicate directly both proactively as well as reactively in 
times of crisis.

Social media is about informality, immediacy, and transparency and, therefore, is most 
effectiveness when the real person behind the CEO title shines through.
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Yet, despite the risk of communicating to a public audience connected by the web, many CEOs 
still do relatively little preparation for media interviews, speeches and presentations.  They’ll flip 
through the slides on the way to the speech. They’ll scan the talking points and Q&A provided 
by the communications team, and if they have time, spend 5 or 10 minutes with them going over 
potential landmine topics.

One CEO was routinely called by the media for his input on consumer trends and would spend 
up to an hour on the phone or in person giving thoughtful, insightful interviews.  Yet he was both  
frustrated and furious that his quotes would rarely appear in the story.  Through coaching, he 
learned that his long, academic answers were great for background to help reporters understand 
a topic; there was nothing in his answers for a reporter to pull out as a sound bite.  

Another divisional CEO, who hated to prepare before interviews and therefore never did, would 
see himself on TV and be disappointed in himself for not being clear about his message and ap-
pearing nervous and lackluster.  

“Mindful” practice when it comes to communication requires having the discipline to: 

•	 understand	what	your	audience	cares	about
•	 focus	your	message	on	the	audience’s	agenda	and	not	yours
•	 be	clear	and	crisp	in	your	messaging
•	 use	plain	language	your	audience	understands
•	 speak	with	confidence,	energy	and	polish

Conclusion
As Adam Bryant writes in The Corner Office, when a leader becomes CEO, “All eyes are on you.  
Every shrug of your shoulders, every stern look, even the way you walk—are you confident and 
energetic, or do you seem weighed down?—will be subjected to obsessive scrutiny for clues by 
your employees.”  The same is true for external stakeholders, but even more so.  Unlike insid-
ers, only a few of these external audiences ever meet the CEO personally; most see them only 
through the lens of other people. 

Social media has removed the barriers between the CEO and the individuals, who buy, use, 
write about, or are somehow impacted by what the company sells.  By shifting their thinking, 
making these high-stakes audiences a priority, and developing the skills to communicate well 
with them, CEOs can deliver business value faster, protect the reputation of their company, and 
build their brand.

The Social Executive: Special Report © Bates Communications, Inc.  www.bates-communications.com 



Margery Myers is an executive coach and consultant to senior 
executives in high-visibility roles. She helps leaders drive strong 
business results by communicating powerfully and confidently 
to their important audiences, from Boards and Executive 
Committees to global teams of employees, clients and the 
media. 

Margery’s more than 20 years of experience leading 
communications teams at top U.S. companies and reporting 
to CEOs allows her to understand first-hand the challenges 
senior executives face. Her business acumen enables her to give 
her clients fresh insights and honest feedback, while her warm 
and supportive style creates a positive environment that fosters 
confidence and trust. 

Margery also works with organizations on strategic 
communication planning. She has developed simple yet 
highly effective methods to help her clients assess their 
communications infrastructure and messaging, and identify 
gaps and opportunities to improve their programs. 

Prior to joining Bates Communications, Margery was the 
Senior Vice President, Communications for Dunkin’ Brands. 
As such, she was responsible for public relations, executive and 
employee communications, franchisee communications and 
customer service. Before Dunkin’ Brands, Margery built and led 
the communications function at Talbots, the women’s specialty 
retailer, as Vice President of Corporate Communications and 
PR,

Margery is a highly regarded speaker and writer. She has 
delivered speeches and published articles on topics such as 
“Communicating with Impact,” “Communicating in the Age 
of Change,” “C-Suite Communication,” and “Communicating 
Effectively When You’re Here and Your Team is There.”

About the Author:
Margery Myers, Principal



   
About Bates Communications

We are the leaders behind the leaders. Bates Communications equips executives with the 
skills and confidence to tackle urgent challenges, engage hearts and minds, and accelerate 
business results. Through coaching, consulting, and workshops, we help clients fuse 
business strategy with communication strategy to accelerate growth and drive business 
performance. 

Executive Coaching 

An executive’s ability to communicate strategic business objectives is critical to the 
success of an organization. At Bates, we like to say our executive coaches are the lead-
ers behind the leaders, partnering with executives to develop exceptional level of skill, 
capability, and confidence. Our executive coaching program helps executives fuse their 
business strategy with a powerful communications strategy. We help executives enhance 
performance through consistent, efficient communications with employees, teams, cli-
ents, boards, shareholders and influencers.

Media Training Workshops

Our media training sessions give your spokespeople the opportunity to work with sea-
soned media professionals. We have decades of experience in the media and corporate 
communications, and can help your team build the skills for navigating today’s complex 
world of traditional and social media platforms.

Learn more about Executive Coaching and Workshops on our website: 
www.bates-communications.com


