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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY AND KEY FINDINGS
CEO TALENT IS EXCEPTIONALLY SCARCE
TIGHT LABOR MARKET DRIVES CEO PAY HIGHER
BOARDS FACE GREATER URGENCY TO IDENTIFY, DEVELOP, AND RETAIN CEOS
“Talent is scarce, the job is rough, and the runway for
success narrower every day.”1
“I have never seen the CEO labor market tighter.”2
New research by Stanford Graduate School of Business and
The Rock Center for Corporate Governance finds that the
qualified pool of CEO talent to run the largest publicly traded
companies in the United States is incredibly small, according
to the directors who sit on the boards of these companies.
The average director of a Fortune 250 company estimates
that fewer than 4 people—including those both inside and
outside their company—would be capable of stepping into
the CEO role today and running it at least as well as their
current CEO. They estimate that only 6 executives could
perform as well as the CEO of their biggest competitor
and only 9 would have the skills required to turn around a
company struggling in their industry.
“Almost across the board, directors of the largest publicly
traded U.S. companies believe that the available pool of
qualified CEO talent in their industry is small, the issue of
‘fit’ difficult to get right, and the downside risk of making
the wrong choice high,” says Professor David F. Larcker of
Stanford Graduate School of Business. “These findings have
profound implications for talent development and CEO
compensation: How you groom senior executives, how you
plan for a CEO transition, and how you structure CEO pay
really hinge on just how available replacement talent is.”

1

Comment from Fortune 250 director in the business services industry.

2

Comment from Fortune 250 director in the hospitality industry.
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“Accurately assessing the scarcity of executive talent is
one of the great ‘unanswered questions’ in governance,”
adds Nick Donatiello, lecturer in corporate governance at
Stanford Graduate School of Business. “The feedback we
received from the very board members who are responsible
for making hiring decisions is that the number of highlytalented CEOs is very limited. Recent succession challenges
at major corporations—such as General Electric, Walt Disney,
and Uber—are indicative of an extremely tight labor market
for CEOs. Frankly, there is a lot of pressure on directors to
get it right. This likely results in directors being risk averse,
which of course only serves to narrow their view of who
might be acceptable.”
According to Brian Tayan, researcher at Stanford Graduate
School of Business, “It is not just the size and complexity of
the corporation that make succession difficult. A candidate
might meet all the criteria in terms of background and
experience, but it is still hard to tell whether they have what
it takes to succeed. Corporations with a visionary founder
have the added challenge of planning to replace CEOs who
have in many ways come to define their organization.”
In the summer of 2017, Stanford Graduate School of Business
and The Rock Center for Corporate Governance surveyed
113 directors of Fortune 250 companies and 18 prominent
executive recruiters and compensation consultants that
advise these companies to understand their views on the
labor market for top CEO talent.
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KEY FINDINGS INCLUDE THE FOLLOWING:
THE LABOR MARKET FOR CEO TALENT AMONG
FORTUNE 250 COMPANIES IS EXTREMELY TIGHT

Directors believe that fewer than 4 executives are capable
of stepping into the CEO role today and doing as well as
their current CEO. This estimate includes both internal and
external candidates. While the vast majority of directors (85
percent) believe there are people who could do the job as
well as their current CEO, most think the number of people
who could do so is very small.
Recognizing that directors might view their own CEO in a
particularly favorable light, it is interesting to note that
directors’ assessment that qualified CEO talent is limited
extends to other companies in their industries. When
asked how many executives are capable of stepping into
the CEO role of their largest competitor and performing as
well as that company’s CEO, directors estimate that only 6
executives would have the necessary skills. Furthermore, if
a company in their industry were struggling and in need of a
turnaround, they estimate that only 9 executives would have
the skills necessary to succeed.
“These numbers are shockingly small and put issues such
as CEO compensation in an entirely new light,” observes
Professor Larcker. “If only a limited number of people are
qualified to run large public companies, it helps to explain
why today’s pay packages are so large. When you identify
a top prospect among a very small pool of qualified
candidates, you are going to have to pay top dollar to attract
that individual. You’re also unlikely to let them slip away over
an extra million dollars in pay.”
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THE CEO ROLE IS EXTREMELY DEMANDING, AND FEW
HAVE THE NECESSARY SKILLS

Almost all directors believe that the CEO role at their
company is challenging, with 59 percent saying it is extremely
challenging and 39 percent saying it is very challenging
(combined total 98 percent). Practically none (2 percent) say
that it is moderately, slightly, or not at all challenging.
Fortune 250 directors strongly agree that CEOs in their
industry have “specific skills that are extremely hard to
replicate,” rating this statement an 8 on a scale of 1 to
10 (with 10 indicating that it completely reflects their
point of view and 1 indicating that it does not at all reflect
their point of view). They also believe that both generalmanagement expertise and industry expertise are “critical
for being a successful CEO,” assigning these scores of 9 and 8,
respectively. Furthermore, they believe having top talent is
critical for their company’s overall success, agreeing that “it
is impossible to be the top company in our industry without
having the top CEO in our industry” (7 on a scale of 1 to 10).
At the same time, many admit that it is not easy to evaluate
CEO talent. On average, directors believe that “it is difficult
to evaluate prospective CEO talent during a search process
because a candidate might meet all the criteria in terms of
previous work experience but it is still hard to tell whether
her or she would be a successful CEO” (7 on a scale of 1 to 10).
“There are special attributes to being a successful CEO,
and not all senior executives have them—indeed, most do
not,” says Donatiello. “Candidates not only need to check all
the boxes in terms of functional, industry, and managerial
2

experience, but they also need to have leadership skills and
cultural fit. Finding executives that meet all of these criteria
is what makes the candidate pool so small. Many rising
executives appear to have what it takes to succeed in the
CEO role, only to fail when they get there. Identifying these
prospectively is perhaps the greatest challenge boards face.
This only serves to reinforce the need for boards to engage in
effective succession planning.”

VISIONARY FOUNDER CEOS ARE MUCH MORE
DIFFICULT TO REPLACE THAN PROFESSIONAL CEOS

Directors believe that high-profile visionary or founder CEOs
are the most difficult to replace. When asked unprompted to
name which current CEO of a large, publicly traded company
would be most difficult for their board to replace, one-third
of respondents (35 percent) name Jeff Bezos of Amazon.
The other CEOs most frequently mentioned include Jamie
Dimon of JPMorgan Chase (12 percent), Elon Musk of Tesla (9
percent), Warren Buffett of Berkshire Hathaway (10 percent),
and Tim Cook of Apple (6 percent).
Directors also believe that it is more difficult to replace a
visionary or founder CEO. When provided with a list of 15
CEOs and asked to estimate how many people are capable of
performing as well as they do, we find that the numbers are
dramatically smaller for iconic CEOs than for the professional
CEOs that manage many large blue-chip corporations. For
example, directors estimate that only 2 executives could
replace Jeff Bezos of Amazon, 3 could replace Warren Buffett,
and 3 Elon Musk. Similarly, estimates for companies such
as Alphabet, Netflix, and Walt Disney range from 5 to 9. By
contrast, estimates of the number of executives who could
perform as well at companies such as ExxonMobil, WalMart,
General Motors, and IBM range from 11 to 15. While it is not
surprising that visionary CEOs are considered to be more
difficult to replace, the difference in the number of qualified
replacements for visionary CEOs versus professional CEOs is
surprisingly large.
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Overall, directors believe that technology is the most
difficult industry for recruitment. One-third of respondents
(41 percent) identify technology as the single most difficult
industry for finding CEO talent, followed by traditional retail
(19 percent), banking or finance (12 percent), and automotive
(6 percent).

RECRUITERS AND CONSULTANTS OFFER A
MODESTLY MORE OPTIMISTIC PICTURE OF THE
CEO LABOR MARKET

Executive recruiters and compensation consultants
provide somewhat larger estimates of the size of the CEO
labor market. In general, they estimate that the number
of executives that are capable of running a typical Fortune
250 company to be approximately 4 times larger than the
estimates provided by directors. They are also less likely
to agree that a company needs to have the top CEO in the
industry in order to succeed.
Still, many of their answers parallel the answers provided by
directors. They are equally likely to agree that the CEO job
is extremely or very challenging. They are also equally likely
to agree that CEO skills are hard to replicate and difficult to
evaluate prior to making a hiring decision.
Furthermore, they agree that visionary founder CEOs are
much harder to replace than professional CEOs, and provide
similar estimates for the number of executives capable of
succeeding CEOs such as Bezos, Buffett, and Musk, as well
as blue-chip company CEOs such as those that currently
manage ExxonMobil, General Motors, or IBM.
“In general, the professional consultants that advise boards
on succession, talent development, and compensation hold
similar opinions about the difficulty of the CEO role and the
size and quality of the CEO labor market,” observes Tayan.
“For directors, this means job number one is making sure
that the most promising executives get the mentorship and
development opportunities they need to grow into the top job,
all the while making sure competitors don’t steal them away.”
3

Methodology
In the summer of 2017, Stanford Graduate School of Business
and the Rock Center for Corporate Governance at Stanford
University mailed surveys to 1,100 directors currently serving
on the boards of directors of all Fortune 250 companies
to understand their views on the labor market for CEOs.
113 surveys were completed and returned (10.3 percent
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response rate). Surveys were also sent to 100 prominent
executive recruiters and compensation consultants who
advise Fortune 250 companies to compare their views with
those of the directors. 18 surveys were completed and
returned (18 percent).
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Review of Findings
Fortune 250 Directors
1. Total number of corporate boards (public and
private) currently serving on.
Average		 Median

2

3

2. Number of years serving on the board of a Fortune
250 company.
Average		 Median

10.5

9
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In answering the following questions, please consider the largest company by revenue whose board you currently serve on as a
nonexecutive director.
3. In general, how challenging is the job of CEO at your
company?
59%

5. How many people, including those both inside and
outside their company, are capable of stepping into
the CEO role at your biggest competitor and doing at
least as well as their current CEO?

Extremely challenging

6%

39%

There is no one who could do it as well

Very challenging

68%

1%

Fewer than 5 people

Moderately challenging

20%

0%

Between 6 and 15 people

Slightly challenging

4%

1%

Between 16 and 50 people

Not at all challenging

2%

4. Roughly how many people, including those both
inside and outside your company, are capable of
stepping into the CEO role at your company today
and doing at least as well as your current CEO?

More than 50 people
Average

6.2

15%

There is no one who could do it as well
73%

Fewer than 5 people
11%

Between 6 and 15 people

6. If a large company in your industry were in need
of a turnaround, how many people have the skills
required to succeed as its CEO?

1%

Between 16 and 50 people
0%

More than 50 people
Average

58%

Fewer than 5 people
31%

Between 6 and 15 people
8%

Between 16 and 50 people

3.6

3%

More than 50 people
Average

8.9
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7.

In your opinion, which current CEO of a large,
publicly traded company would be most difficult for
their board to replace?

Most frequently cited CEOs (unaided)

8. Is there a single industry (other than your own) in
which it is most difficult to find CEO talent?
Most frequently cited industry (unaided)

35%

Jeff Bezos, Amazon

41%

Technology

12%

Jamie Dimon, JPMorgan Chase
10%

19%

Retail
12%

Warren Buffett, Berkshire Hathaway
9%

Banking or finance
6%

Elon Musk, Tesla
6%

Tim Cook, Apple
4%

Robert Iger, Walt Disney
4%

Mark Zuckerberg, Facebook

Automotive
5%

Healthcare
3%

Media
14%

Other

2%

Darren Woods, ExxonMobil
Other CEOs cited (unaided)
Jean-Paul Agon, L’Oreal
Jose Almeida, Baxter International
Mary Barra, General Motors
Mark Bertolini, Aetna
Robert Bradway, Amgen
Carlos Brito, AB Inbev
Marc Casper, Thermo Fisher
Michael Corbat, Citigroup
John Flannery, General Electric
Jim Hackett, Ford Motor Company
Stephen Hemsley, UnitedHealth Group
Mike Jackson, AutoNation
Glenn Kellow, Peabody Energy
Doug McMillon, WalMart
John Milligan, Gilead
Fred Smith, FedEx
Arne Sorenson, Marriott
Randall Stephenson, AT&T
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9. Based on what you know about the companies below, how many people are capable of stepping into the CEO role
today and doing at least as well as the current CEO?
n There is no one who could do it as well
n Between 16 and 50 people

n Fewer than 5 people
n More than 50 people

66%

n Between 6 and 15 people

Average

27%

2.0

6%
2%
0%

Jeff Bezos, Amazon
53%

Average

35%

3.0

9%
2%
1%

Warren Buffett, Berkshire Hathaway
59%

Average

30%

3.4

6%
3%
2%

Elon Musk, Tesla
5%

Average
74%

5.0

19%
3%
0%

Larry Page, Alphabet (Google)
9%

Average
65%
23%

5.2

3%
0%

Tim Cook, Apple
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n There is no one who could do it as well
n Between 16 and 50 people

n Fewer than 5 people
n More than 50 people

22%

n Between 6 and 15 people

Average
43%

8.0

22%
9%
3%

Jamie Dimon, JPMorgan Chase
14%

Average
45%

8.3

30%
8%
3%

Reed Hastings, Netflix
8%

Average
46%

8.7

34%
10%
1%

Robert Iger, Walt Disney
1%

Average
33%
55%

10.8

7%
4%

Darren Woods, ExxonMobil
1%

Average
38%
42%

11.9

15%
3%

Doug McMillon, WalMart
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n There is no one who could do it as well
n Between 16 and 50 people

n Fewer than 5 people
n More than 50 people

3%

n Between 6 and 15 people

Average
33%
41%

13.3

19%
4%

Lloyd Blankfein, Goldman Sachs
2%

Average
25%
52%
19%

13.6

3%

Mary Barra, General Motors
0%

Average
27%
51%
19%

13.7

3%

Ian Read, Pfizer
0%

Average
29%
46%
20%

14.7

6%

Ginni Rometty, IBM
0%

Average
33%
40%
21%

15.3

7%

David Taylor, Procter & Gamble
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10. How well do each of the following statements reflect your point of view?
(Scale of 1 to 10, 1 = does not at all reflect my point of view; 10 = completely reflects my point of view)
In our industry, having general-management expertise is
critical for being a successful CEO.
Average		 Median

8.5

9.0

In our industry, you can win if the CEO is among the top
three. He or she doesn’t need to be number one.
Average		 Median

7.3

8.0
		

		
In our industry, having industry-specific expertise is
critical for being a successful CEO.
Average		 Median

It is impossible to be the top company in our industry
without having the top CEOs in our industry.
Average		 Median

7.2
8.2

9.0
		

CEOs in our industry have specific skills that are
extremely hard to replicate.

8.0
		

CEOs in our industry have leverage over pay packages
because talent is scarce.
Average		 Median

Average		 Median

7.0
7.5

		

8.0

CEOs in our industry are responsible for the vast majority
of value created at their companies.

		
It is difficult to evaluate prospective CEO talent during a
search process because a candidate might meet all the
criteria in terms of previous work experience but it is still
hard to tell whether he or she would be a successful CEO.

Average		 Median

8.0

6.5

6.3

Average		 Median

7.4

7.0

		
Top executives in our industry have so much unvested
equity that it is hard to recruit them to another company.
Average		 Median

		

6.2

6.0
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Director Verbatim
It’s very challenging to recruit top CEO talent.
There seems to be a big experience gap for CEO talent.
Companies want an experienced CEO, not a first-time CEO.

There are better private equity opportunities for experienced
CEOs.

The CEO role is difficult and increasingly complex. Finding
truly qualified talent in recent years has gotten more difficult.

Boards need to start ignoring activists. Most activists think
CEO turnover is good, but it destabilizes large parts of the
organization. Excessive CEO turnover is leading to candidates
that are missing key experiences.

Talent is scarce, the job is tough, and the runway for success
narrower every day.

I am less concerned about talent being available than I am
about the cultural fit of outside talent.

Difficult to vet and costly if you make a mistake.

Succession planning is the key to creating the talent. It does
not happen by chance. Winning results from a long-term
strategy and growing and developing talent is part of the job.
It is not rocket science.

The risk of selecting the ‘wrong’ candidate is greater than
any time in the past.
CEO talent is very difficult to identify by resume, particularly
for mega-cap companies. There just aren’t that many people
who have done the job.
It is hard to judge talent before it is challenged. Many can
run a company if things are going well and the economy is
healthy. The real test is when things aren’t going well and the
economy is not supportive.
Tenure has shortened so that the CEO must win immediately
and that makes long-term decision making difficult.
I have never seen the CEO labor market tighter. With
traditional industries such as retail, restaurant, and packaged
goods under such pressure to transform, the pool of available
candidates is small. There is no such thing as ‘stepping’ into a
CEO role.

One of the largest succession questions is, how do you
prepare an internal candidate?
Even internal candidates can deviate from expectations
once they are in the big job.
Data continues to prove internal CEO hires outperform
external hires. Understanding the company culture and how
the company actually works allows newly hired CEOs to build
far more rapidly, resulting in stronger corporate performances.
Extensive, long-term succession planning allows qualified
talent to prepare for the complexities of the CEO position.
CEOs are made not born. The talent is out there, you just
need to identify it, bring it in and nurture it. Leadership
ability, judgment, and problem solving skills are the key.
Everyone is replaceable.
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Demographic Information
1. Gender
Male

4. What is the industry of the largest company whose
board you currently serve on as a nonexecutive director?
Female
Business service
Chemicals

78%

22%

Commercial banking
Commodities
Communications

2. Age

Computer services

Average

Median

Electronics
Energy

61.3

Financial services

60.0

Food and tobacco
Healthcare

3. What is the revenue of the largest company whose
board you currently serve on as a nonexecutive director?

< $ billion
$1 billion to $10 billion
$10 billion to $25 billion
> $25 billion

4%
4%
42%
51%

Industrial
Insurance
Retail trade
Transportation
Utilities
Wholesale trade
Other manufacturing
Other services
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1%
6%
1%
1%
3%
3%
6%
8%
8%
6%
19%
9%
2%
7%
8%
2%
1%
6%
5%
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Recruiters and Compensation
Consultants
1. Respondent type by position
Executive recruiter

Compensation consultant

44%

56%

2. In general, how challenging is the job of CEO of a Fortune 250
company?

Extremely challenging
Very challenging
Moderately challenging
Slightly challenging
Not at all challenging

67%
28%
6%
0%
0%

3. Roughly how many people are capable of stepping into the
CEO role at a Fortune 250 company?

Fewer than 5 people
Between 6 and 15 people
Between 16 and 50 people
More than 50 people

33%
22%
11%
33%

4. If a large company is in need of a turnaround, how many
people have the skills required to succeed as its CEO?

Fewer than 5 people
Between 6 and 15 people
Between 16 and 50 people
More than 50 people
CEO TALENT: AMERICA’S SCARCEST RESOURCE? 2017 CEO TALENT SURVEY

39%
22%
22%
17%
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5. Based on what you know about the companies below, how many people are capable of stepping into the CEO role
today and doing at least as well as the current CEO?
n There is no one who could do it as well
n Between 16 and 50 people

n Fewer than 5 people
n More than 50 people
56%

31%

n Between 6 and 15 people

Average

2.3

13%
0%
0%

Jeff Bezos, Amazon
44%

Average

31%

3.4

25%
0%
0%

Warren Buffett, Berkshire Hathaway
38%

Average
56%

0%

3.8

6%
0%

Elon Musk, Tesla
6%

Average
31%
56%

8.6

6%
0%

Reed Hastings, Netflix
13%

Average
56%
19%

8.8

6%
6%

Larry Page, Alphabet (Google)
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n There is no one who could do it as well
n Between 16 and 50 people

n Fewer than 5 people
n More than 50 people

6%

n Between 6 and 15 people

Average
25%
63%

9.1

6%
0%

Lloyd Blankfein, Goldman Sachs
19%

Average
38%
31%

9.4

6%
6%

Tim Cook, Apple
13%

Average
44%
25%

10.0

19%
0%

Jamie Dimon, JPMorgan Chase
13%

Average
44%
25%

11.1

13%
6%

Robert Iger, Walt Disney
0%

Average
25%
63%

11.1

13%
0%

Darren Woods, ExxonMobil
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n There is no one who could do it as well
n Between 16 and 50 people

n Fewer than 5 people
n More than 50 people

0%

n Between 6 and 15 people

Average
31%
50%
19%

12.1

0%

David Taylor, Procter & Gamble
13%

Average
25%
44%

12.4

13%
6%

Ian Read, Pfizer
0%

Average
31%
50%
13%

13.2

6%

Ginni Rometty, IBM
0%

Average
38%
31%

16.7

19%
13%

Doug McMillon, WalMart
0%

Average
31%
38%
19%

17.1

13%

Mary Barra,General Motors
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6. How well do each of the following statements reflect your point of view?
(Scale of 1 to 10, 1 = does not at all reflect my point of view; 10 = completely reflects my point of view)
CEOs have specific skills that are extremely hard to
replicate.
Average		 Median

8.4

8.0

CEOs have leverage over pay packages because talent is
scarce
Average		 Median

		

		
Having general-management expertise is critical for being
a successful CEO.
Average		 Median

8.1

8.0

Having industry-specific expertise is critical for being a
successful CEO.
Average		 Median

8.0

6.9
		

		
You can win if the CEO is among the top three. He or she
doesn’t need to be number one.
Average		 Median

8.0

8.0

7.6

8.0
		

It is difficult to evaluate prospective CEO talent during a
search process because a candidate might meet all the
criteria in terms of previous work experience but it is still
hard to tell whether he or she would be a successful CEO.
Average		 Median

It is impossible to be the top company without having the
top CEOs in our industry.
Average		 Median

6.6

6.5
		

Top executives have so much unvested equity that it is
hard to recruit them to another company.
Average		 Median

6.5

6.2
		

7.6

8.0
		

CEOs are responsible for the vast majority of value
created at their companies.
Average		 Median

6.0

6.0
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Recruiter/Consultant Verbatim
Replacing CEO talent is risky. This is why succession planning
and predictive assessments are so critical.
The talent pool is scarce, and the cost of a poor hire makes
decision makers hesitate. Getting consensus on who and
what is needed is a growing roadblock.
Scrutiny of companies and CEOs by general shareholders,
activists, pension funds, media, and proxy advisory firm ISS
make this job even riskier.
The role of a public company CEO has changed so
dramatically in the last 10 years that ambition for the role
has shifted away from large cap public companies to large
private and mid-cap public and others. The talent is less
prepared because the role is so different from the experience
they have gathered to get to the CEO level.
Yes, it is very difficult to find a person with significant industry
experience, strong leader, visionary, earns confidence
(hearts and minds) of the people, has strong financial and
operational gifts, willing to work a significant amount of
time (when they have no economic need to work), take on all
the political mess, see talent in the right people, and much
more. It is one of the most extreme roles out there today and
becoming less desirable based on the political landscape. A
person taking the job for the money is going to fail as CEO.

CEO TALENT: AMERICA’S SCARCEST RESOURCE? 2017 CEO TALENT SURVEY

Much tougher to find someone with cross-training, general
management experience. Often have to take CEOs from
smaller companies: like bringing baseball players from AA to
major leagues. It is much more difficult than ten years ago.
I remember a CEO recruitment situation where a potential
CEO was approached by a board to leave to become their
CEO. His response was: ‘I’m flattered but the amount you
would have to pay to buy me out of my contract would
embarrass you and embarrass me.’ He didn’t take the job.
There are enough people who could be CEO. The real question
is who could be the best CEO for a given company. Even if
they are only a little better than the next best candidate, they
are worth a lot to the company. But it is extremely difficult
to judge that in advance. You can’t really know who has that
magic combination of strategic clarity and leadership until
they are plugged into the team.
Traditional attributes like experience in a related industry
have to be done away with. It’s more important to have
passion to win, conviction, being able to balance risk and
reward balance in decision making, collaborative yet decisive,
independent thinking, and surrounding yourself with great
people.
Expense reduction initiatives in most years have eliminated
many leadership development programs and mentors,
exacerbating the problem.
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