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Puzzle Piece Three
The CEO’s Role

Being a CEO is first, middle, and last about leadership. Leadership is not primarily about control 
or power (although you’ll have both, and you’ll have to make the best decisions you can about 

how to use each at different times). True leadership is the ability to inspire others to rally around 
your culture and mission, and work toward a vision with you. Equally importantly, leadership is 
not about the leader: it’s about recognizing that, if being a CEO were a one-person job, employees 
wouldn’t be necessary.

Anyone can tell someone what to do, but not everyone can motivate follow through. If you’re 
a parent, you’ve given orders with varying degrees of success. You’ve probably learned that your 
leadership isn’t determined by the words coming out of your mouth, it’s determined by your child’s 
willingness to act positively on those words. The point at which your children start questioning your 
authority is where leadership starts. Why should they do what you say? What’s in it for them? What 
does it look like if they do? Your ability to address those questions in a way that motivates positive 
action constitutes your leadership. What’s more, if you’ve raised more than one child, you also know 
that they’re each unique: how each one responds to your leadership style will depend on who they 
are and what kind of leader you are.

The same is true with your employees. I’ve heard it said that, if it weren’t for employees, run-
ning a business would be easy. But, if it weren’t for employees, you wouldn’t have a business at all, so 
thinking about how to be the best leader you can be makes a lot of practical sense. While you might 
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be lucky and have a perfect employee, most of your employees are going to be ordinary people, and 
being a good leader means getting extraordinary results out of ordinary people on a regular basis. 
Good leaders do this by tapping into the deepest human need to be valued, and, in doing so, they 
draw out potential to fulfill a purpose, a goal, or a vision. These are the CEOs who understand that 
getting results comes as much or more from listening and responding: they are not about ego, they 
are about winning through and with others.

Let’s imagine a portrait of a good leader to examine this in more depth. The CEO of a large 
medical practice constantly worked to grow as a leader, always wondering if he was doing things 
right. Eventually he came to realize that getting the best results is not about always doing things 
right. In fact, your people need to see you fail occasionally to know you’re like them: human. When 
your people identify with you on a human level, they’re more likely to trust you and be honest with 
you. And when you’re honest with them, you can take the ego out of failure and use those moments 
as learning experiences for everyone. So good leadership is more about doing the right things. This 
CEO listens when people need him, he inspires, he promotes, he facilitates the direction of the 
company. He knows what he doesn’t do well and hires others to do those things. He is truly viewed 
by the employees and the other doctors as a great leader, but he would never tell you that because 
he knows that his success is built on the success of the people he manages.

Leaders are people who motivate through action, thought, and word whenever each is called 
for. They are congruent in all three, and they live their values. People are drawn to people who do 
what they say they’re going to do, even if it’s unpopular. Politicians get low marks on the integrity 
and leadership scale because they often say what they think we want to hear and then say or do 
something else. So, if you want part of your culture to be to “have fun,” what are you doing to have 
fun? If you say you value family, how much time do you spend with yours? Employees are looking 
to see if your behavior and the stated values of the organization match, and you usually have only 
one shot at getting this right. If you want your employees to use their vacation time because it’s 
important to get rest, but then you cancel any vacation they haven’t used at the end of the year, what 
message are you sending? How much vacation do you take yourself ? Have you noticed that we all 
can’t help but watch when a politician is taken down for being caught in a lie? Well, your employees 
are watching you just as closely.

Learning from Your Past Leadership Roles
Think about the times you’ve held leadership roles in your life. (You may have been class presi-

dent, a scout leader, a team leader in sports.) What were you doing? What team did you put to-
gether? Think through your past leadership experiences and analyze how well you did. Did you like 
it? If you were uncomfortable the first time you were a leader, did you go back for seconds anyway? 
Did each subsequent leadership role get easier?

Really take a hard look at those experiences and scrutinize what you did well and what you 
would do differently. I used to be pretty hard on people, expecting everyone to move at my speed 
(fast!), which made the people around me, including myself, dizzy and often crazy. I realized that 
saying to people, consciously or unconsciously, “do what I do and don’t ask questions” was not a 
great leadership strategy because it was all about me. Match people at their pace and lead them to 
yours.
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Identifying Your Core Strengths or Talents
You cannot lead others unless you know what you do well and what you don’t do well. In Now, 

Discover Your Strengths, Marcus Buckingham discusses thirty-five core strengths that exist across 
the spectrum of people. Out of those, five will resonate as major strengths in each of us. Bucking-
ham’s premise is that we can’t improve on weaknesses, we can only enhance our strengths. Over time 
and with work, each of our core strengths can be cultivated into what Buckingham calls talents. 
I’ve employed this assumption with almost all the people I work with, and it has proven to be quite 
accurate. 

So look at yourself: What are your core strengths? Are any of them talents yet? My guess is, 
if you’re reading a book about being a CEO, you have several strengths that have become talents. 
Some of the CEOs I work with are phenomenal at understanding the numbers, some are great 
with people, some are inventors and thinkers, some are operational aces, some are strategic thinkers, 
some are execution wizards, and some are terrific at sales. Some have more than one major strength, 
but the ones who are great leaders know where they excel and where they do not. They don’t pretend 
to be good in all areas, and they’re quick to identify their own missing strengths in others.

What Talent Do You Need on Your Team?
There is a big difference between being the conductor and being first violin in the orchestra. 

One is about accomplishing a group goal and one is about accomplishing a personal goal. The con-
ductor of the orchestra is a leader; the first violin is the best at a specific skill. Being the leader is not 
about playing all the instruments; rather it’s about assigning the parts and making sure they sound 
right together. It’s about seeing the big picture and making the music happen.

Great leaders play to their strengths, and hire to balance their weaknesses for the overall good 
of the company. They recognize where they bring value to the company, and they work from within 
that area of capability while bringing in others who have the strengths and talents they lack. Just as 
importantly, they also mentor others who share their strengths so that, one day, one of those people 
can step up to the CEO role.

The first step you need to take in determining what your role will be and what roles you need to 
hire for is to determine what areas of skill your business needs to fulfill your vision. Depending on 
the nature of your business, you might need skills in some or all of the following areas:

•	 Finance
•	 Strategy
•	 Sales
•	 Marketing
•	 Engineering
•	 Operations
•	 IT
•	 HR
•	 Design

There are many more areas of strength, of course, but it’s important first to identify which are 
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yours and not pretend you can do it all. Once you’ve identified what you do well, you can identify or 
bring on others who can augment what you do best. In a small company, you will likely wear many 
hats to start with, but the sooner you can grow the talent around you, the better off your company 
will be. Keeping you in your area of strength while leading the organization will be enough of a 
challenge without having to wear all the hats. The most successful CEOs decide which of the many 
hats in the business they’re going to wear, then they give the others away quickly and don’t put them 
back on. The fewer hats you wear, the more successful you’ll be. This is just delegating, right? But 
the key here is not just to hand out jobs. Hand them out intentionally. Figure out what you can do 
better than anyone else, and delegate the rest to people who can do it better than you. Then coach 
and manage those people so they excel.

In addition to the very practical reason that you really can’t do it all, there are important psycho-
logical reasons to delegate wisely. Remember, being a great leader is about inspiring others. What 
kind of message does it send your employees when their boss does everything? Very simply, it tells 
them that they’re incompetent or even untrustworthy, and that does not tap into their deepest hu-
man need to be valued. The CEOs who believe they can do everything better and faster than their 
employees will experience high turnover (and, quite frankly, they’ll be lonely and tired). Why would 
anyone want to work for someone who always makes them feel inferior?

Here’s another way to look at this: only do what only you can do. Wisely delegate the rest of it 
so you can focus on the company as a whole. The sooner you realize what it is only you can do, the 
sooner you can put together a great team to work with.

Delegating Wisely
Now that you’ve examined your own leadership role, I hope you’re excited about delegating 

wisely. Later in this chapter, I’ll talk in depth about how to structure and choose your executive 
team, but let’s set some basic guidelines now so the system you put in place actually supports your 
role as leader. In a larger company (50 or more employees) you’ll want to have three to five direct 
reports who take care of those areas of responsibility you’ve identified as being outside your most 
valuable skill set. Four or five reports is ideal. Too few reports will leave you still wearing too many 
hats. Too many won’t leave you enough time to coach each of them while still providing strategic 
direction for the company. If your company is smaller (only a handful of employees), you’ll need 
to wear more hats for a while. Prioritize those roles in terms of where your real value lies, and use 
that to dictate whom you bring in as you are ready to expand. Hire to delegate those roles you are 
weakest at first.

One CEO I worked with had fourteen direct reports. This was not her original intent, but the 
company grew faster than expected and the structure wasn’t in place to implement deeper levels 
of management. Needless to say, everyone was unhappy and frazzled with the situation. We im-
mediately identified the four roles needed to manage the company, and then worked to put those 
four people in place to report to the CEO. The company is now doing much better and employee 
satisfaction is at an all time high.



7

Mary E. Marshall, Putting Together the Entrepreneurial Puzzle: The Ten Pieces Every Business Needs to Succeed ©2014

Creating a One Year Vision
The best way to avoid being taken by surprise with the makeup of your executive team is to plan 

ahead by creating a one-year vision. Your one-year vision will allow you to clarify what positions 
need to be filled and under what terms, while also thinking strategically about who to fill those with.

Businessman Pat Powers once said, “We hire people for what they can do and fire them for who 
they are.” I love this comment because it’s so painfully true. We so often look at a person’s skills and 
assume that’s who they are. And then, time after time, we’re surprised when the real person shows 
up. But, if you’ve read the preceding chapters, you’ll know why hiring for skills alone doesn’t work. I 
recommend that, before you hire your key people, you take a step back and examine what you really 
need to accomplish in the next year. Or, if your team is already in place, take a second look at them 
based on what needs to be accomplished, and, conversely, what has not been accomplished that you 
had hoped would be. Taking a moment to reflect on your goals will help you be smarter about put-
ting together your executive team.

If you’re in start-up mode, there are a lot of things that need to happen in short order, and, more 
often than not, cash will be a critical factor. Nonetheless, before you dive into that stack of resumes, 
take some time to review your Intentional Purpose in order to gain a real understanding of the skill 
sets and key positions your company needs in order to succeed over the next year. We’ll talk about 
how to choose people who fit your culture in Chapter Four, but first you need to clarify the positions 
you need to fill. Let’s start by setting out some basic guidelines.

First, don’t get caught in the trap of thinking that the structure you’re implementing now is per-
manent. Some positions are strictly start-up, temporary, or contract. For example, perhaps you need 
a good finance person for year one to get the business on a solid footing, but having someone full-
time in that position might be overkill on an ongoing basis. A contract CFO might fit the bill for 
now, and you can always readjust expectations for the position as your business develops. If Research 
and Development are a top priority, don’t hesitate to get the best you can for the money right from 
the start because time to market is critical. If immediate sales are necessary, then hire a hunter and 
let that person loose! The point is to prioritize your needs, define the positions, and hire accordingly.

If your team is already in place, take a hard look at what has and has not been accomplished. 
What is your vision for the next couple of years? What are the strengths and weaknesses of your 
team in light of that vision? If you had to do it all over again, would you hire the same people with 
the same skills? Resets are a continuous part of running a successful business, but we’re often re-
luctant to do so with people. Don’t be, or you’ll have trouble meeting your growth goals. Consider 
yourself in start-up mode. Go through the thought process outlined in the paragraph above and 
then apply it to your current executive team. What do you see when you look through a reset lens? 
You might be surprised, both positively and negatively. Now, based on what you see, make the 
changes necessary to achieve the vision of your organization.
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What Key Reports Do You Need 
to Implement Your Vision?

From of the following list you should be able to identify three to five positions you’ll need to 
create right away or sometime in the first year. These will ideally become your executive manage-
ment team:

•	 Chief Financial Officer (CFO)
•	 Chief Information Officer (CIO)
•	 Chief Innovation Officer (CIO)
•	 Chief Investment Officer (CIO)
•	 Chief Operating Officer (COO)
•	 Chief Technical Officer (CTO)
•	 Chief Administration Officer (CAO, most often in 

healthcare)
•	 Chief Marketing Officer (CMO)
•	 Chief Learning Officer (CLO)
•	 Chief Legal Officer (CLO)
•	 Chief Science Officer (CSO)
•	 Chief Human Resource Officer (CHRO)
•	 President (of divisions or company)
•	 Executive Vice President (EVP)
•	 Vice Presidents (of divisions or company)
•	 Human Resources Director
•	 Marketing Director
•	 Sales Director
•	 Research & Development Director
•	 Engineering Director
•	 Project Manager
•	 Recruiting Director
•	 Controller

In identifying key positions, focus on the key areas of your company. Look back at the skills list. 
Which three focus areas are key to achieving your company’s vision? For example, a typical manu-
facturing company might have someone in charge of Operations or Production; someone in charge 
of HR and Administration; someone in charge of Sales; someone in charge of Finance; and possibly 
someone in charge of Engineering. A creative services company might have someone in charge of 
Creative Development or Marketing; someone in charge of Administration or Operations; and 
possibly people in charge of different product categories.

Regardless of the title, make sure the positions as you are defining them are aligned with your 
company’s needs and goals. Of course, when a company is small, everyone will wear multiple hats 
to accomplish overall goals, while continuing to lead in their respective area of expertise. Just make 
sure all essential leadership bases are covered and you don’t have a gap in coverage. Think of this like 
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an insurance adjuster would: what are the risks and how should they be mitigated? If you are going 
through a reset, do a S.W.O.T. analysis of the organizational chart. What changes do you need to 
make? Don’t be afraid to cut or move people around based on the company’s needs and the skills 
of the individuals. Allowing yourself to do this could mean the difference between your company’s 
success and failure. And you might find that, even with some initial stress, everyone is happier in 
the long run when their roles are aligned with the company’s goals. (See the end of this chapter for 
more information about how to do a S.W.O.T. analysis and letting employees go.)

Titles and Entitlement
Be very careful with titles. Once given, it’s almost impossible to take a title away without sig-

nificant negative consequences. Not to mention the precedent it sets for the organization. When 
creating positions always go back to the key questions: What is your company’s vision? What are 
your company’s values? Create positions wisely and fill them intentionally. When you do these two 
things, you’ll have to fill them less frequently.

If you only have twenty-five people in your company, you probably don’t need C-level executives 
yet. If you want to give some of your people those titles because they’ve done a good job and you 
want to make them feel important, stop and think through some of the potential negative conse-
quences first. There’s lots of information out there about “comparable” positions, and I promise you 
people will interpret the information they find to their own benefit. One of my clients gave the title 
“bookkeeper” to an entry-level administrative position. After three months, the employee wanted a 
huge raise because a quick internet search showed she was being underpaid for someone with that 
title. Additionally, C-level executives in a fifty-person company are going to compare themselves to 
C-level executives of a five hundred-person company and expect comparable pay, even though the 
responsibilities are almost always different.

Have you ever tried to take a title away from someone? Reneging on a title is just like hang-
ing a sign on that person that says, “I didn’t make it.” It’s a rare occurrence when someone could 
actually go back to doing a previous position after getting a promotion or title change. Keep your 
positions and titles aligned with the Intentional Purpose of the company. If an actual promotion 
isn’t really warranted, resist the urge to give a new title as a reward. Find another way to reward a 
good employee.

Creating Your Executive Team
The process you go through to create your Executive Team will be emulated by your direct 

reports to create theirs. Make sure that process is worthy of repeating. Be a mentor. If you’ve made 
mistakes, share them. If you’ve done something that worked well, share that. You never win by 
withholding information from your team. Some CEOs do this to make themselves feel smarter 
or to “test” their teams. Both strategies make you look weak and ineffective in the end. One CEO 
I worked with had a management meeting and told his six key reports to prepare a PowerPoint 
presentation about what was happening in their departments. He gave them three days to prepare. 
Three of them, however, had never prepared their own PowerPoint presentations; they had only 
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used ones prepared for them. When it came time to present, the CEO went first and gave an elabo-
rate display. He then asked each of his people to present in succession and was visibly agitated when 
the rest were not, to his mind, as good as his.

How motivating do you think this experience was to people who were trying to learn some-
thing new? Instead of an educational experience, it turned into humiliation for two of them. I’m 
certain this was not the CEO’s intent. But remember, the outcome will often “rewrite” the intent, 
and that is the story that will be told and retold. Always state your intention and make sure your 
actions follow from that. Heck, everything I know I got from other people or by doing the opposite 
of what I should have done. Why make your team reinvent the wheel when you probably didn’t do 
that yourself ? Besides, putting your team through this kind of pointless exercise only distracts and 
detracts from the work they should be doing for the company.

While you need to be a mentor to develop your key people, don’t settle for someone who might 
be good in any position. If a person’s past work doesn’t demonstrate the specific behavior you’re 
looking for, the likelihood is small that you will see it in the future. Remember Marcus Bucking-
ham’s premise that you can’t work on weaknesses, only strengths. Another way to look at this is that 
past performance predicts future behavior. No matter how great a leader you think you are, you can’t 
make a duck bark.

Focus on the behaviors you know are required by the position and that are nonnegotiable. The 
only way to predict if someone meets these is by asking behavior-based interview questions ground-
ed in the Job Description you’ve created (see Chapter Four for more details on behavior-based in-
terviewing). Remember, an interview is one of the best performances your potential employee will 
ever give you. Be honest with yourself: if you are terrible at interviewing, get someone to help you. 
One bad hire will cost you three times the annual salary you are advertising for a position.

And no, you can’t hire someone without having a job description because they won’t know how 
their performance will be measured, and thus can’t accurately tell you whether they can do the job 
or not. Writing a job description is a prerequisite to interviewing for any position, but particularly 
for your Executive Team. So think about your goals and the positions you need to fulfill those, and 
then get to work writing your job descriptions. See Chapter Four for a more in-depth discussion of 
job descriptions, but very briefly a simple job description should contain the following:

•	 Job duties and responsibilities
•	 Required skills and characteristics
•	 Desired skills and characteristics

Once you’ve defined your team, spend some time thinking about what the team needs to ac-
complish in the first year. Set a strategy, milestones, and goals, and communicate those clearly to 
everyone.

Grow Your People and Your Company
When I’m asked what I think the CEO’s job is, I say it’s only two things:

1.	 Grow your People
2.	 Grow your Company
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And then I ask the CEO, “Whose job are you doing right now?” Every CEO I have asked 
this question of has smiled sheepishly and said, “Well, but …”. They were all doing someone else’s 
job. Good CEOs don’t make excuses for why something isn’t going right, they make it right. If you 
had all the money, time, and talent in the world your business would succeed in spite of you, but 
unfortunately none of these resources are unlimited. The truly great CEOs know how to lead in 
the absence of one or all of those three resources because they focus on growing their people and 
growing their companies.

People
So, what are you doing to grow your people? Do they even know you’re interested in their de-

velopment? If not, you had better communicate that vision to them or they’ll make one up about 
how you don’t care. If you have three or four direct reports, you can spend time with each of them 
finding out what their personal goals are for their careers, and looking for ways to fit that into your 
company. This will also teach them how to develop those who report to them. If your direct reports 
feel cared for and respected, they will in turn treat their own teams with care and respect.

If, on the other hand, you are coaching and your direct reports are not, open a conversation and 
evaluate whether or not they belong in that managerial role. So often in organizations I find great 
people who are simply in the wrong job or the wrong company at the wrong time. Grow them, 
move them into another position in your business, or help them transition out to another company.

Growing your people means mentoring, but it also means being honest about their strengths 
and weaknesses. A software company I worked with had a VP who had moved up through the 
ranks and was essentially leading the company. The CEO felt comfortable with the VP in that role 
because he had “earned” it through years of dedication to the company. Unfortunately, the VP’s one 
weakness was accountability: he never delivered a project on time. Remember that weaknesses are 
almost never fixable, and, in this case, that weakness trumped his dedication because it negatively 
impacted everyone who worked with him as well as the company as a whole. By the time the CEO 
saw past his personal loyalty and made a change, the company had almost folded. No one should 
earn a position simply through loyalty or longevity: they have to have the corresponding skills (or 
strengths that can be mentored into skills) to be successful in the position. Your job in growing your 
people is to reward their strengths, while also being candid about their weaknesses.

Company
Your role in growing your company is to be the thought leader. What strategic opportunities 

are out there to capitalize on? What new products or services can you bring to market? How can 
you do something different and create your company around it? Think about Starbucks. Who knew 
we would all be paying four dollars for a cup of coffee and not resent that? We were willing to do 
that because Starbucks created an atmosphere around coffee that hadn’t existed before, and that 
was what we paid for. Does Howard Schultz live and breathe his company’s culture? And is he all 
about growing his people and his company? Absolutely! And Starbucks employees know it. How 
else could they be so friendly and happy when you order your double mocha Frappuccino, light, no 
whip latte?
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See, it’s really that simple. Use your CEO Job Description to keep yourself on track as a great 
leader:

•	 Only do what only you can do
•	 Grow your people
•	 Grow your company

Put a Post-It note on your computer monitor as a reminder to ask yourself: “Whose job am I 
doing right now?” If you have to, put it on a t-shirt, or a cap, or a mug. Go for it. This job is tough 
enough without something to remind us to smile every now and then. But the bottom line is, if 
you’re doing too many other jobs for very long, no one will be doing yours and your company will 
fail.



13

Mary E. Marshall, Putting Together the Entrepreneurial Puzzle: The Ten Pieces Every Business Needs to Succeed ©2014

How to Do a S.W.O.T. Analysis
As its name suggests a S.W.O.T. analysis is a tool for examining the positives and negatives 

within your business as well as in the outside environment. Strengths and Weaknesses are often de-
fined as identifying issues internal to the businesses, while Opportunities and Threats identify issues 
external to the business. It can be helpful to frame the exercise this way, though clearly that will be 
specified a little differently if you are doing a S.W.O.T. analysis on something like your organiza-
tional chart as opposed to your market position. You can hire an outside professional to perform a 
S.W.O.T. analysis, but you can also use S.W.O.T. with your management team to do a quick check 
in of any aspect of your business, from strategic planning to a single project. Think of the S.W.O.T. 
format as a simple way to direct a conversation that will reveal the most urgent problems to be 
solved and actions to be taken.

If you are going to do a S.W.O.T. analysis as a group exercise or with input from key people, 
start by identifying the relevant individuals. They might be your executive team, or your managers, 
or it might be the people who lead in important areas whether they manage anyone or not. Prior to 
the meeting, ask them to bring their ideas about what currently is and isn’t working for the particu-
lar issue or aspect of your business you are examining.

Once everyone is together, start by having a discussion about what is working (Strengths). Jot 
down all those statements as they are made. Emphasize that there are no right or wrong answers; 
all opinions are valid. Don’t edit at this point or you’ll shut down the conversation. Next list every-
thing that isn’t working (Weaknesses). Then do the same for Opportunities and Threats. Sometimes 
people have trouble distinguishing between a Weakness and a Threat. This is where the internal 
(Weakness) vs. external (Threat) distinction can be particularly helpful.

Once your chart is complete, identify the most important items to take action on. As you 
examine the chart, you might find that there are redundancies. Some items might even appear in 
different categories. But that’s why it’s really important not to edit too early in the process. Items 
that appear multiple times or in different places on the chart are likely to be important and deserve 
further discussion. Places where you see similarities or common themes should be your highest 
priorities for action.
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Letting an Employee Go
Firing someone is never easy, but it can be done in a way that protects both your company 

and the dignity of the employee. The first step is to make sure you have tried to help the employee 
remedy the situation. If the issue is skills based, have you given them the appropriate feedback and 
training or made sure they know where to get it? Have you made it clear that following through on 
that is a job requirement? If it’s become apparent the person truly lacks the skills for their current 
position, is there any other position they could be successful in and are qualified for? If the answer 
to all of the above questions is no, then you can proceed to the three step termination process de-
scribed in Chapter Four.

If the problem is behavior based, make sure you’ve talked specifically about the behavior you are 
looking for, the behavior you cannot tolerate, and what the outcome will be if it does not change. 
Proceed with the three-step process, and be sure to let the employee know that there is not a dead-
line by which to rectify the intolerable behavior. The change needs to occur immediately and be 
ongoing.

Once you’ve made the decision to terminate someone, be sure to check with your HR profes-
sional, outside resource, or employment attorney so that you can be sure to adhere to the proper 
procedures and applicable law for this situation. Then call the person into your office and be sure 
to have another person present. It’s always good to have a witness to what was said, for safety sake. 
Let the employee know that you are doing one of two things: 1.) eliminating the position; or 2.) 
letting them go for cause as described in the written warnings. Ask the person if they have any ques-
tions, but do not go into long explanations. Keep your discussion brief and focused on the specific 
behavioral shortfall described in the written warning. Let the person know what the terms are (for 
example if they will receive a severance package as described in your employee handbook) and give 
them their final paycheck. Mutually agree to a time at a later date for the person to return for their 
personal items (it is usually embarrassing for them to return to their office or cubicle immediately 
after being terminated), and then be prepared to escort them out.

None of this is easy for anyone, not least the person being fired. Always remember that you are 
dealing with a person. People handle upset differently, so be as calm and kind as you can be. Don’t 
be mean or rude. But also never justify your position or go into long explanations. If you’ve followed 
the three-step procedure, once you get to step three, the decision has been made, period.
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CEO Checklist
rr Describe three times you’ve been in a leadership role.

rr Identify what you did well or what worked for you in each role.

rr Identify what didn’t work well and what you would do differently.

rr Identify your core strengths (if you’re having trouble with this, ask a colleague, friend, or 
your partner what they think).

rr Put a star next to the core strength that is most important for your company.

rr Describe your one-year vision. (Another way to think about this is, what needs to happen 
in the next year?)

rr List the skills you need on your team.

rr Looking at those skills, list the positions you’ll need on your team in order to fulfill your 
one-year vision (write the title and whether it’s a long- or short-term position)?

rr Name the people already in your company who have those skills and fit your culture for 
each of these positions. (If that person doesn’t already work for your company, make a note 
to fill the position and be sure to read Chapter Four on hiring.)

rr List the things you’re doing to grow your people.

rr List the things you’re doing to grow your company.
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by Mary E. Marshall

The US has a long history of independent thinking, innovation, and creativity—a culture that 
is evident in an economy largely driven by small businesses and entrepreneurs. Yet, only about half 
of new businesses survive five years. Lack of practical knowledge about the basics of running a 
successful business is key. While entrepreneurs often have a dream for a service or product, many 
lack a comprehensive picture of what it takes to run a business. Given the precarious state of the 
economy and the significance of small business success, it’s as important as it’s ever been to sup-
port entrepreneurs in developing their practical business knowledge.

Over the course of a career working and consulting with entrepreneurs, Ms. Marshall has 
compiled a list of the ten most common problems that hamper small business success. Putting 
Together the Entrepreneurial Puzzle is comprised of ten interconnected but freestanding chapters 
addressing the fundamental areas of business every successful entrepreneur must be prepared to 
develop and manage. Each chapter takes a nuts-and-bolts approach and includes practical tools 
for building a successful business or correcting a struggling one:

•	 Real-life examples from Ms. Marshall’s many years working with real entrepreneurs.
•	 Additional reading resources to increase breadth and depth of knowledge in specific areas.
•	 Sample worksheets, scripts, interview questions, etc.
•	 Checklists to help busy CEOs keep track of and accomplish tasks set out in each chapter.

Whether as a gift or a course text, Putting Together the Entrepreneurial Puzzle is a must-have 
reference for entrepreneurs at all stages of growing their businesses.

Available now from Amazon.com in print and Kindle formats.

Find out more about Mary Marshall’s services 
and follow her blog on leadership development and entrepreneurship: 

www. mary-marshall.com.


