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Are CEOs different from other people? Other execs? 
 

  Huge amount of anecdotal evidence and stories about: 
§  What to look for in a CEO? 
§  What makes a CEO successful? 

  Much less systematic, large sample, empirical work. 
§  Hard to get the right data. 

  Important for boards / shareholders to get right. 
§  Succession planning. 
§  Succession. 
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Intro 

  What do we know about CEOs?   
§  Economics and management literature. 

  What our research does? 
§  Use 2,600+ assessments of C-level execs. 

»  Large extension of KKS (2012) with 316 CEOs. 
§  What are characteristics of CEO, COO, CFO and other candidates? 
§  Who gets hired? 
§  Do assessments predict who becomes a CEO later? 

  Implications? 
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Economic theories 
  CEO effort: 

§  Holmstrom (1979), Hermalin (1998), Gervais, Carlin (2007). 
§  All CEOs are the same / have same ability. 

  CEO talents and abilities: 
§  Rosen (1981), Murphy and Zabojnik (2006), Gabaix and Landier 

(2007). 
§  Better CEOs have more ability and create more value. 
§  No guidance on what ability is. 

  Focus on particular characteristics: 
§  Empathetic versus selfish CEOs, Rotemberg, Saloner (1993). 
§  Resolute and overconfident (biased) leaders. 

»  Prendergast, Stole (1996), Rotemberg, Saloner (2000), Van den 
Steen (2005), Gervais, Goldstein (2007), Bolton et al. (2012) 
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Empirical work on CEOs (by economists) 
  Early work 

§  Bertrand and Schoar (2003) identify CEO styles using fixed effects. 
»  Executives are different from each other. 
»  Significant FEs for individual CEO, CFO, for corporate actions. 
» No measure of ability. 

§  Malmendier and Tate (2004, 2007) and Ben-David, Graham and 
Harvey (2007) correlate measures of CEO overconfidence to firm 
decisions and outcomes. 

» No measure of ability. 
  More recent work: 

§  Adams et al. (2014) find that Swedish CEOs have higher cognitive 
and non-cognitive test scores at 18. 

»  Larger companies hire more talented CEOs.  
§  Green et al. (2015) use linguistic algorithms to measure 

extraversion during earnings conference calls.  
»  Extraverted CFOs and CEOs earn higher salaries. 
»  Extraverted CFOs more likely to be promoted to CEO. 
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Management / Popular Literature 
  Collins (2001), Good to Great, CEOs have unwavering resolve and are 

compellingly modest. 
  George et al. (2007) - leaders should “establish long-term, meaningful 

relationships and have the self-discipline to get results.”   
  Waldman and Yammarino (1999) argue that CEOs need to be 

charismatic.  
  Ones and Dilchert (2009) summarize the industrial psychology literature 

as finding that successful executives have high cognitive ability, 
conscientiousness / achievement and extraversion / assertiveness.  

  Pfeffer (2015 and 2016) criticizes some of these and other works as 
“leadership BS,” not describing what leaders and CEOs actually are 
like, and argues that “leadership is not about winning popularity 
contests or being the most beloved person in a social organization.” 

  Empirical work in management literature generally uses publicly 
observable measures such as job tenure, college attended and career 
path (see Hambrick 2007) or studies small, specific samples of CEOs. 
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Assessments of candidates 
  Assessments performed by outside firm, ghSMART.  

§  ghSMART specializes in assessing top-management candidates. 
§  Focuses on top managers in connection with private equity deals. 
§  Not a recruiting firm; does not suggest whom to interview; has no 

apparent conflict in whether candidate is hired or not. 
 
  Requested by employer or investor (typically PE firm, but also public 

companies). 
§  Candidate may be insider or outsider. 
§  Candidate may or may not be hired for position. 

  Based on four-hour structured interview process, developed by 
ghSMART. 

  Focus on past experiences and actions 
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Assessment reports 
  Assessments are typically 20 to 40 page documents. 

§  Include detailed information on the candidates’ life, from childhood 
through current job experiences.  

§  Include assessments on more than 40 specific dimensions / 
characteristics. 

» Coded as 4 = A or A+; 3 = A-; 2 = B+; 1 = B or less. 
»  30 of these characteristics are common to almost all 

assessments. 
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Assessed characteristics (as defined by ghSMART) 

  Leadership 
§  Hires A Players, Develops People, Removes Underperformers, 

Treats People with Respect, Efficiency, Network, Flexibility. 
  Personal 

§  Integrity, Organization, Calm Under Pressure, Aggressive, Moves 
Fast, Follows through on Commitments. 

  Intellectual 
§  Brainpower, Analytical Skills, Strategic Thinking / Vision, Creative / 

Innovative, Attention to Detail. 
  Motivational 

§  Enthusiasm, Persistence, Proactive / Initiative, Work Ethic, Sets 
High Standards. 

  Interpersonal 
§  Listening, Open to Criticism, Oral Communication, Teamwork, 

Persuasion, Holds People Accountable 
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What do assessments / ratings mean? 

 Description of Characteristic Description of a Candidate with a 
high score  

Description of a Candidate with a 
low score  

    
Hires A Players 
 

Sources, recruits, hires A Players. 
 

Hires A Players 90% of the time. 
 

Hires A Players 25% of the time. 
 

Treats People with Respect 

Values others, treating them fairly and 
showing concern for their views / 

feelings. 
 

Teams would say Candidate is fair 
and respectful.  Candidate describes 

performance in terms of team. 
 

Candidate is self-absorbed. Team 
members might call Candidate 

abrasive, rough around the edges. 
 

Efficiency 
Able to produce significant output with 

minimal wasted effort. 
 

Candidate gets a lot done in a short 
period of time. 

 

Candidate’s output is unimpressive.  
He is a “thinker” with poor execution. 

 

Teamwork 
Reaches out to peers and cooperates 

with supervisors to establish 
relationship. 

Recognizes the power of a strong 
team, and works collaboratively. 

Prefers to operate in isolation.  May 
not work harmoniously with others. 

 



Are assessments reliable? 
  Our data compare favorably with the data typically collected and used 

by management psychologists: 
§  Most common methods use self-reported questionnaires 

»  (NEO PI-R, NEO-FFI, BFI, TDA): 
  Consist of 44 to 240 questions and last 5 to 40 minutes per 

candidate 
§  IO psychologists find substantial consistency across these 

assessment methods (John, Srivastava, 1999) 
§  Tests found to be robust to gaming 

  In contrast, our reports are based on four-hour structured interviews 
§  External assessments (by supervisors, coworkers and customers) 

more reliable than self-assessments (Mount, Barrick, and Strauss, 
1994). 
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Are assessments reliable? 
  Interviewers are experienced professionals with advanced degrees 

§  ghSMART has found that it is difficult to “game” questions 
consistently during a four-hour interview with an experienced 
interviewer. 

§  ghSMART business has grown substantially over the last ten years. 

  Characteristics are derived from past experiences and actions 

  As part of due diligence, employers typically conduct detailed reference 
checks on candidates to verify information. 

  To the extent that assessments are noisy, our results should be biased 
against finding consistent patterns in characteristics. 

  “Like a x#*@ exam.” 

  Assessments predictive of future performance in KKS (2012). 
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Interviews by year (Table 1, Panel A) 
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Table 1: Descriptive Statistics  

Panel A: Candidates interviewed per year 

Year CEO CFO COO CXO ALL 
2000 5 0 0 5 5 
2001 35 14 10 59 95 
2002 62 31 14 107 198 
2003 72 21 13 106 223 
2004 91 22 16 125 216 
2005 80 34 16 130 238 
2006 71 39 19 128 290 
2007 94 49 18 160 333 
2008 85 38 12 134 244 
2009 70 28 9 106 225 
2010 73 29 16 117 244 
2011 73 33 22 126 268 
2012 1 0 0 1 1 
2013 0 0 0 0 6 
N/A 5 0 0 5 17 
Total 817 338 165 1,309 2,603 

 

Panel B: Descriptive Statistics Across Positions 

  CEO   CFO   COO   CXO   ALL   

 
Mean N Mean N Mean N Mean N Mean N 

Yrs. Working 24.8 (793) 23.5 (332) 23.8 (159) 24.4 (1274) 23.5 (2511) 
Yrs. Current Co. 5.1 (770) 3.4 (322) 4.1 (155) 4.6 (1237) 4.9 (2449) 
Number of Co's 4.7 (797) 4.9 (331) 4.8 (159) 4.8 (1277) 4.6 (2515) 
Female 5.0% (816) 8.3% (338) 7.9% (165) 6.3% (1308) 10.1% (2601) 
Military 10.7% (801) 5.4% (332) 11.3% (159) 9.5% (1282) 9.3% (2524) 
Incumbent 44.8% (801) 27.9% (333) 52.5% (162) 41.5% (1286) 41.3% (2562) 
Hired 60.0% (785) 54.3% (328) 71.7% (159) 59.9% (1262) 59.5% (2422) 

 

Panel C: Incumbents versus hired 

  
Not 

Hired 
Hired N/A Total 

Outsider 795 607 103 1,505 
Incumbent 175 815 67 1,057 
N/A 12 18 11 41 
Total 982 1,440 181 2,603 

  



Descriptive statistics (Table I, Panel B) 
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Corporate governance (Table 2, Panel A) 
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Panel D: Corporate Governance 

  CEO   CFO   COO   CXO   ALL 
VC 47% 188 11% 42 6% 22 63% 251 396 
Growth Equity 31% 99 18% 57 13% 41 60% 194 324 
Buyout 37% 432 16% 191 6% 73 58% 690 1,180 
Public 12% 36 3% 10 4% 13 20% 59 289 
Other Private 23% 48 13% 27 7% 14 42% 88 211 
Investor 6% 12 6% 11 1% 2 13% 25 198 
N/A 40% 2 0% 0 0% 0 40% 2 5 
Total 31% 817 13% 338 6% 165 50% 1309 2,603 

 

 



Insiders versus outsiders hired (Table 1, Panel C) 
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RA classifications 
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Nice person, risk taker, outgoing personality, good at sales, broad career 
path. 



Average scores.  (Scale is 1 to 4.) 
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Factor analysis of characteristics 
  Candidates’ grades are highly correlated across characteristics. 

§  Evidence of general “traits” or quality across many characteristics. 
§  Multicollinearity problem. 

  Factor analysis extracts main variation in characteristics: 
§  Factors are (orthogonal) vectors that best span the (thirty-

dimensional) space that characteristics vary within. 
§  A factor sorts candidates from one type of candidate, at one end, to 

another type, at the other end. 
 

  We find four valid factors. 
§  Factors with eigenvalues above one are generally considered valid. 
§  KKS (2012) found same first two looking at 316 CEOs. 

  We summarize each candidate’s specific characteristics with “scores” 
on the four factors. 
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Factor Analysis 

  Factor 1 – General Ability / Talent. 
§  Positive factor loadings for all characteristics. 
§  Sorts execs from those with high grades across all characteristics to 

those with low grades across all characteristics. 

  Factor 2 – Interpersonal (+) vs. Execution (-). 
§  Candidates with a positive score get high grades on “treats people 

with respect,” “open to criticism,” “listening skills,” and “teamwork.” 
§  Candidates with a negative score get high grades on “aggressive,” 

“moves fast,” “proactive” and “holds people accountable”. 



Factor Analysis 

  Factor 3 – Analysis (+) vs. Charisma (-): 
§  Candidates with a positive score have high grades on “analysis,” 

“attention to detail” and “organization.” 
§  Candidates with a negative score have high grades for 

“enthusiasm,” “persuasion,” “aggressive” and “proactive.” 

  Factor 4 – Strategic / Creative (+) vs. Manager (-): 
§  Candidates with a positive score have high grades for “strategic,” 

“creative” and “brainpower.” 
§  Candidates with a negative score have high grades for “attention to 

detail,” “holds people accountable” and “organization.” 



Loadings 
(Table 5, Panel A) 
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Table 5: Factor Loadings   This table shows factor loadings for all interviewed candidates. 
Panel A gives the factor loadings on the four first factors. Loadings with a larger absolute value 
have stronger colors. Panel B gives the eigenvalues and the proportion of variation that is 
explained by the four factors. Panel C shows pairwise correlations across candidates between 
the loadings on the four factors, gender, and the subjective traits “nice person”, “risk taker”, 
“personality,” “good at sales”. Statistical significance at the 5% level is indicated with stars. The 
four factors are orthogonal by construction, so their correlations are omitted in the panel.  

Panel A: Factor loadings (loadings < 0.15 are blank) 

  Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4 
Hires A Players 0.59    
Develops People 0.56 0.25   
Removes 
Underperformers 0.53 -0.18  -0.22 

Respect 0.32 0.73   
Efficiency 0.71   -0.22 
Network 0.64    
Flexible 0.54 0.38   
Integrity 0.29 0.31   
Organization 0.50  0.44 -0.23 
Calm 0.44 0.33   
Aggressive 0.68 -0.43 -0.26  
Fast 0.69 -0.37 -0.18  
Commitments 0.70   -0.21 
Brainpower 0.52  0.33 0.43 
Analytical Skills 0.54  0.56 0.25 
Strategic Vision 0.58 -0.17  0.46 
Creative 0.52   0.39 
Attention to Detail 0.40  0.46 -0.27 
Enthusiasm 0.55 0.24 -0.44  
Persistence 0.66 -0.16   
Proactive 0.74 -0.26 -0.20  
Work Ethic 0.57    
High Standards 0.73 -0.17   
Listening Skill 0.39 0.62   
Open to Criticism 0.41 0.65   
Oral Communication 0.49 0.16 -0.16 0.19 
Teamwork 0.48 0.61   
Persuasion 0.60  -0.37 0.18 
Holds People Accountable 0.66 -0.21   -0.27 

  



Pair-wise correlations (Table 5, Panel C) 

  Execution correlated: 
§  negatively with nice person, positively with risk taker. 

  Charisma correlated: 
§  positively with outgoing and good at sales. 

  Gender not significant. 
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Average factor scores (Table 6, Panels A and B) 

  Interviewed candidates: 
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Implications 
 
  CEO candidates are different. 

§  More ability. 
§  More execution oriented. 
§  More charismatic. 
§  More creative / strategic. 

  Public company execs are more talented. 
§  Consistent with Adams et al. (2014). 

 

 



Which candidates get hired? 
  Compare all candidates to hired candidates. 



More talented, more interpersonal, more likely to be hired. 

27	


 

 1 

Figure 1: Interviewed versus Hired 

 

 

Panel A: Factor 1 (general talent) and Factor 2 (execution versus interpersonal) 

  

  

-0.4 

-0.3 

-0.2 

-0.1 

0 

0.1 

0.2 

-0.2 -0.1 0 0.1 0.2 

Interview 

Hired CEO 

ALL 

CFO 

COO 

General 
Talent 

Execution                        Interpersonal 



 

 2 

Panel B: Factor 1 (general talent) and Factor 2 (execution versus interpersonal) 
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Little difference in hiring on charisma and creativity. 
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Average factor scores (Table 6, Panels A and C) 

  Interviewed versus hired candidates: 
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Interviewed versus hired candidates: (Table 7, Panel A:  
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More talented, more interpersonal more likely to be hired. 
Insiders more likely to be hired.   
Gender is not significant. 



Insiders and outsiders (Table 7, Panel B: Probit estimates, marginal effects) 
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Hiring and ownership (Table 7, Panel E: Probit estimates, marginal effects) 
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Implications 
 
  CEOs are different. 

§  More ability. 
§  More execution oriented. 
§  More charismatic. 
§  More creative / strategic. 

  Higher general talent and interpersonal skills help you get hired. 
§  True for all C-level positions, not just CEOs. 
§  Particularly true for outsiders. 
 

  Patterns similar for companies of different sizes, different ownership. 

 

 



Executive Characteristics And Subsequent Careers 
 
  Possible bias. 

§  Interviewers expect CEOs to be different and rate them differently. 
§  Patterns are self-fulfilling. 

  Assess validity of assessments by look at subsequent careers of non-
CEO candidates. 
§  Most interviews took place between 2001 and 2011. 
§  We can see where the executives are later (through 2014/5). 

»  LinkedIn, CapitalIQ, etc. 
§  Which candidates subsequently become CEOs? 

 



Executive Characteristics And Subsequent Careers 
 
  Career Paths: 

§  10% of non-CEO candidates become CEO. 
»  (versus almost 80% of CEO candidates.) 

 



Executive Characteristics And Subsequent Careers 
 

§  Which ones subsequently became CEOs? 

 



Who eventually becomes executives? (Table 9, Panel B) 
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Table 9: Who eventually become executives?   This table shows estimated marginal effects using a probit model where the 
depending variable is an indicator for whether the candidate eventually achieves an executive position as indicated (CEO, COO, or 
CFO), depending on the candidate’s observed characteristics at the time of the interview. The sample is restricted to candidates 
with titles, at the time of the interview, that are not the indicated executive position eventually reached. Standard errors are in 
parentheses. 

 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

 
CEO CFO COO CEO CFO COO 

Factor 1 1.198*** 1.007 1.133** 1.187*** 0.990 1.138** 
(+Talent) (0.055) (0.074) (0.060) (0.057) (0.077) (0.063) 
Factor 2 0.835*** 0.928 0.935 0.838*** 0.908 0.939 
(-Exec.) (0.039) (0.068) (0.047) (0.040) (0.070) (0.049) 
Factor 3 0.865*** 1.274*** 0.977 0.864*** 1.199** 0.942 
(-Charis.) (0.042) (0.110) (0.053) (0.043) (0.109) (0.054) 
Factor 4 1.167*** 0.903 0.906* 1.171*** 0.913 0.901* 
(+Strat.) (0.058) (0.075) (0.050) (0.060) (0.082) (0.053) 
Yrs in Ind 

   
1.004 0.986* 0.985*** 

    
(0.004) (0.008) (0.005) 

Insider 
   

0.937 0.774 0.970 

    
(0.091) (0.131) (0.104) 

Female 
   

0.684** 0.687 0.546** 

    
(0.109) (0.207) (0.130) 

Constant 0.263*** 0.130*** 0.148*** 0.265*** 0.178*** 0.191*** 

 
(0.026) (0.020) (0.019) (0.031) (0.032) (0.027) 

Ind. FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Time FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Obs. 1,666 2,165 2,331 1,586 2,053 2,215 

 

 



Who eventually becomes executives? (Table 9, Panel C) 

Similar results for different types of ownership. 
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Executive Characteristics And Subsequent Careers 
 
  Which ones subsequently became CEOs? 

§  Execs who had more general ability. 
§  Execs who had better execution skills. 
§  Execs who were more charismatic. 
§  Execs who were more creative / strategic. 

  Execs who looked more like CEOs when they were interviewed for 
other positions more likely to become CEOs. 
§  Similar results for different types of ownership. 

  Holding factors constant, women less likely to become CEOs. 
§  Why? 

 



Caveat: Sample Selection 
  Sample only contains candidates that are considered for top 

management positions. 
§  Not representative sample of population. 
§  All characteristics should be interpreted relative to this sample. 

  Only contains candidates that ghSMART is asked to assess. 
§  Very good or very bad candidates may not need assessments. 
 

  Different companies in different circumstances may need different types 
of top management teams. 
§  All our results are averages across all managers 
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Caveat:  Not directly comparable to other personality models 

  Management psychology has developed five-factor model 
§  Extraversion, Emotional Stability, Agreeableness, 

Conscientiousness, and Openness to Experience. 
§  Conscientiousness tends to map into performance for lower level 

employees / execs.   
»  See Barrick, Mount and Judge (2001) for a summary.   
»  See Morgeson et al. (2007) for a skeptical view. 

  Some similarity between our factors and factors in five-factor model 
§  Conscientiousness related to execution 
§  Extraversion related to charisma and interpersonal. 

  Our factors are determined by ghSMART’s definition of characteristics 
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Summary 
  Analyze dataset of assessments of 2,600+ candidates for top 

management positions. 

  1.  Characteristics are described by four-factor model with intuitive 
 interpretations: 

§  General talent. 
§  Execution vs. Interpersonal. 
§  Charismatic vs. Analytical.  
§  Creative / Strategic vs. Managerial. 

§  Interpretations consistent with subjective assessments of 
candidates 
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Summary 
  2. CEO candidates (and hires) are different.   

§  Higher on general talent, execution, charisma, and strategic / creative, 
» CFOs are opposites of CEOs 

  3.  Candidates who are hired score higher on general talent and 
 interpersonal skills.   

  4.  Non-CEO candidates who look more like CEOs are more likely to 
 eventually become CEOs. 

  5.  Holding characteristics constant, women less likely to become CEOs. 
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Implications 
  CEO and executive characteristics can be measured. 

  Results suggest that top management characteristics are complements, 
not substitutes. 
§  CEOs are CEOs not better CFOs. 

  Controlling for characteristics / abilities, women less likely to become 
CEOs. 
§  Discrimination? 
§  Labor supply? 
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Speculation / Future Work 
 

  What determines success (rather than becoming CEO)? 
§  In KKS (2012) for PE CEO subset, success  

» Related to execution variables. 
» Unrelated to charisma, interpersonal variables 

§  Collecting data. 

  Do boards systematically overweight interpersonal skills? 
§  Execution related to subsequently becoming a CEO and to success. 
§  Yet, among candidates, boards hire CEOs with less execution skills. 

  Are there team complementarities? 

  Can aspiring CEOs improve on the relevant factors? 
§  Execution? Charisma? Creative / strategic? 

  What characteristics are factors related to? 
§  Overconfidence? 
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Thank you. 

Steve Kaplan 
Neubauer Family Distinguished Service Professor of  

Entrepreneurship and Finance 
University of Chicago Booth School of Business 

skaplan@uchicago.edu 
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Similar Results for Broader Success Measure 


