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Members of The Conference Board Councils 
are among the most experienced and 
savvy executives in the world. Their private 
deliberations produce rich insights on the 
most challenging business and societal issues 
of our time. With their permission, we have 
channeled their energy and expertise into a 
platform to voice their views—that platform is 
Council Perspectives.

Council Perspectives is based on sessions 
from selected Council meetings, post-meeting 
interviews, and other pertinent data, and may 
sometimes include original content written by 
Council members. It is not intended to be a 
research report; rather, Council Perspectives 
provides a unique look into the minds of 
executives from leading global organizations 
as they assess, analyze, and develop ways to 
address critical issues.
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Answering the 2011 CEO Challenge 
Accelerating Growth through Quality 
by Mike Adams with Alan Demers, Cassie Stern, Bo McBee, and Jane Farthing 

In the 2011 edition of The Conference Board CEO Challenge™, CEOs cite 
business growth as their number one challenge and see new innovations 
and markets as key strategies to produce that growth. The quality function 
is uniquely positioned to accelerate growth through better execution and 
alignment. Quality also provides the voice of the customer that is critical 
for developing the innovative products and services that will sell in the 
marketplace. While quality practitioners have traditionally shown the ability 
to provide results faster, better, and cheaper, today’s quality leader must not 
only contribute to operational effi  ciency but also possess a macro view of the 
business—cutting across and linking functions, geographies, and business lines.

Taking the Enterprise-wide View
Quality management practices today go far beyond a 
handful of statistical tools and a quality assurance men-
tality. While these tools are still essential, they are not, 
by themselves, sufficient. Quality management today 
takes a more holistic view and is tightly linked to strate-
gies and goals while embracing new channels for engag-
ing and responding to customers and consumers. Quality 
deployment approaches today need to take into account 
trends in globalization, customer sophistication, talent 
variability, environmental and sustainability issues, and 
new communication channels, including social media.

It is this holistic approach that allows the quality profes-
sional to foster the coordinated interaction of diverse 
parts within an organization to meet the strategic priori-
ties laid out by 704 CEOs surveyed in The Conference 
Board CEO Challenge™ 2011: Fueling Business Growth 
with Innovation and Talent Development. This Council 
Perspectives® report provides insights, actions, and rec-
ommendations about how quality can contribute to the 
priorities CEOs have identified. 

The CEO Challenge Results—Fueling 
Business Growth with Innovation and 
Talent Development
Results of The Conference Board CEO Challenge 2011 
survey show a clear mandate to drive Business growth.1 
With growth clearly established as the critical chal-
lenge, the next four most highly ranked challenges—
Talent, Cost Optimization, Innovation, and Government 
Regulation—all have links to quality and the growth 
chain (Table 1). After identifying their top challenges, 
CEOs then selected strategies to meet these top chal-
lenges (listed in the tables that follow). These strategies 
reflect the growing complexity of the global business 
environment and highlight the need for coordinated 
execution across diverse parts of the organization and 
perhaps across diverse supply chains. Meeting these 
challenges will demand quality’s unique capacity to 
shape organizational alignment, coordinate teamwork, 
and provide leadership for consistent results.

1 For more details on the results of the survey as well as upcoming 
events and CEO comments go to The Conference Board CEO 
Challenge homepage at http://www.ceochallenge.org/
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Quality Practices Evolve to Meet 
New Challenges
Business strategies have changed, becoming more complex 
due to globalization, customer sophistication, heightened 
expectations, and technology—but the quality fundamen-
tals remain the same, even as their application evolves to 
meet changing strategies. Basic quality management core 
competencies provide continuity through the changes in 
opportunities and market influences and serve as a bridge 
over time. Ultimately, quality practices and execution are 
necessary to deliver results. While some may challenge the 
“newness” of today’s “new” quality management prac-
tices, whether new or recycled, quality practices remain 
a foundation of enterprise-wide success and an integral 
component of the strategies for addressing today’s CEO 
challenges. 

Fueling Business Growth—
Quality Competencies for Performance
To efficiently support and better execute strategies for 
Business Growth requires strong end-to-end processes, 
systems thinking, effective change management, and 
proficiency in quality and performance excellence prac-
tices specific to the issues at hand. A holistic competency 
in the quality function enables strategy, idea generation, 
prioritization, decision making, change management, 
execution, delivery, and ultimately a final assessment or 
judgment on the effectiveness of a given strategy. While 
the arsenal of quality tools and techniques may not have 
grown considerably over the decades, their appropri-
ate and practical applications, which continue to evolve 
along with new technologies, provide the potential for 
faster, more robust decision making. 

How Does Quality Support 
Business Growth?
After ranking Business Growth as a top challenge, CEOs 
ranked their top three strategies to meet that challenge. 
CEOs in the United States cited introduce innovations 
and new value propositions as the number one strategy 
for fostering Business Growth and it was the number two 
strategy for CEOs worldwide (Table 2, page 5). Success 
in innovation is all about how you do it—having the 
right processes in place while fostering a creative culture. 
While innovation is clearly a driver for both top- and 
bottom-line growth, accelerating that growth—mak-
ing it faster, and more efficient—is highly dependent on 
alignment and execution of strategy. Efforts to sustain or 
accelerate growth must be aligned and executed through-
out the organization, mandates central to the quality 
function (Figure 1, page 5). 

Table 1

Business Growth Is the Top-ranked Challenge 

Globally

Global

Rank Challenges

US

Rank

1 Business growth 1

2 Talent T4

3 Cost optimization T4

4 Innovation 3

5 Government regulation 2

6 Corporate brand and reputation 8

7 Customer relationships 7

8 Sustainability 9

9 International expansion 6

10 Investor relations 10

N=704 Number of respondents varies for each challenge.

About The Conference Board CEO Challenge™ 2011

Since 1999, The Conference Board CEO Challenge™ has 

asked CEOs, presidents, and chairmen across the globe 

to identify their most critical challenges. This year’s 

survey is entirely new and features a fully revised and 

condensed set of 10 overall challenges (down from 84 in 

previous surveys) and a more in-depth strategy section. 

From November 2010 to January 2011, CEOs were asked 

to rank order the top three challenges they anticipate 

their companies will face in the coming year. The 704 

responses were separated by geographic location and 

weighted according to a region’s portion of global GDP. 

To get deeper insights into how CEOs plan to meet their 

challenges, respondents were also asked to rank order 

three critical strategies for meeting their top three chal-

lenges, which resulted in an “importance-adjusted” score 

for each strategy.

Due to this survey redesign, any year-over-year com-

parisons are limited to broad trends rather than specific 

challenges. Upcoming releases of the CEO Challenge 

Survey results will use the new model, which will allow for 

specific comparisons in future reports.
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For quality practioners, helping their leaders respond to the challenge 
of “business growth” will mean being innovative, acting on changes to the 
business model as it evolves, and having best practices “ready to deliver” 
from an engaged workforce.

Enter or expand into new customer/client segments was 
the number two strategy for growth cited by U.S. CEOs 
and the number five strategy worldwide. For the quality 
professional, both these strategies point to customers, 
consumers, stakeholders, and employees playing a more 
integrated role throughout the value chain. To deliver 
innovations for new products, services, and value, inte-
gration is essential. 

The strategies enter or expand into emerging markets 
(ranked third globally and in the United States), and 
develop or expand sustainable products/services portfolio 
(ranked first globally and seventh in the United States) 
will both depend upon a common set of customer-related 
quality practices. Most importantly, these practices 
make use of the various voices of the customer through-
out the lifecycle of the product or service from inception 
to design, delivery, purchase, ownership, and repurchase. 

Capturing the Voice of the Customer for 
Growth—A Quality Imperative
Tools and methods that draw on today’s communication 
channels of social media, on-line blogging and discussion 
communities, advisory panels, and alliances are the con-
temporary means to capture data, update requirements, 
and gather feedback and new ideas—information needed 
for innovating, creating new products, or expanding into 

new markets. Quality practices such as customer listen-
ing posts (both physical and virtual), surveys, quality 
function deployment, and Design for Six Sigma are 
examples of core quality tools and techniques that are 
used today to capture the voice of the customer. 

Systematically capturing, utilizing, and applying this 
knowledge, or voice of the customer, across the enter-
prise often requires innovation and/or a process rede-
sign—or depending on the organization, a change in the 
business model itself. Smartphones with their ecosystem 
of applications, e-readers, and portable devices such as 
tablets, have enabled the educated consumer. Access to 
these technologies has altered the consumer’s decision 
making and has challenged traditional business models. 
Social media highlights the power of communities where 
word-of-mouth advertising can destroy or enhance a 
brand depending on how quickly organizations reac-
tively or proactively manage that media. Process man-
agement and change management with aligned metrics 
are core quality practices that when applied to these 
channels can efficiently deliver predictable, planned, and 
timely results. Armed with this information, organiza-
tions can take advantage of opportunities or exit unprof-
itable products and channels.

Figure 1

Business Growth and Acceleration

Quality Plays an Essential Role in Contributing to 
Both Top Line and Bottom Line Growth 

Speed is dependent on strategy execution
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Table 2

The Top Five Strategies to Meet the 

Business Growth Challenge

Global 

Rank Strategies

US 

Rank

1
Develop or expand sustainable products/services 
portfolio

7

2 Introduce innovations and new value propositions 1

3 Enter or expand into emerging markets 3

4
Increase value offering by improving 
the price-quality ratio of products/services

6

T5
Seek external growth through mergers and 
acquisitions

4

T5
Enter or expand into new customer/
client segments 2

T = rankings tied
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Talent—Developing Leaders through 
Quality
CEOs worldwide cited Talent as their second most press-
ing challenge. Improve leadership development programs, 
grow talent internally was the first-ranked strategy glob-
ally and in the United States to address this challenge 
(Table 3). This seems a no-brainer: as markets expand 
and customer bases change, so do the skills needed by 
employees, and this requirement is reflected in provide 
employee training and development (the third-ranked 
strategy globally). But what is quality’s role in maximiz-
ing talent’s impact in the organization?

Anticipating the needed changes in skill sets and pro-
cesses to accommodate emerging issues and trends will 
be essential. Training and development should include 
not only the new requirements of a given business (e.g. 
new software programs, systems, and regulatory require-
ments) but should also increase the bench strength of 
employees knowledgeable and well-schooled in funda-
mental quality practices. 

Fundamental Quality practices related to talent develop-
ment include:

•  The basics of managing-by-fact 

•  Systematic improvement 

•  Problem solving 

•  Customer-oriented tools and analysis 

•  Process and change management 

CEOs also want to provide employee training and develop-
ment (ranked third globally and in the United States). 
But to successfully connect training to the top challenge 
(Business Growth), this training should focus on value 

creation—solving real business problems and eliminat-
ing root causes. Quality professionals can communicate 
successful practices from which others have gained value 
and apply Lean to reduce waste. Both training and lead-
ership effectiveness can be strengthened by emphasizing 
execution and application of the new skills and observing 
them to guarantee expected outcomes. New knowledge, 
if not applied, provides no return or behavioral changes. 
Leaders and managers should expect, mentor, and mea-
sure direct application of new skills on the job.  

Knowledge of fundamental quality practices should be 
tied to development planning and accompanied by prac-
tices in performance management that not only judge 
results but assess how results were achieved. Employee 
engagement surveys are helpful tools in obtaining the 
“pulse” from employees. Participation itself is one mea-
sure of engagement, but gathering rational and emo-
tional responses also provides insights on new ideas and 
areas for improvement. In addition, utilizing 360-degree 
feedback can be helpful in assessing the effectiveness of 
leadership. The organizations that are stronger in this 
area avoid a “check box mentality” and instead integrate 
results into the business, making them a natural part of 
succession planning. 

Quality Casts a Wide Net to 
Capture Innovative Ideas
In order to meet their fourth-ranked challenge, 
Innovation, CEOs in the United States ranked foster 
entrpreneurship, innovation, and appropriate risk taking as 
their number-one strategy (Table 4). (This strategy was 
ranked second worldwide.) But many of the problems 
companies face in building a culture of innovation are 
actually employee engagement issues, which explains the 
high ranking for the find, engage, and incentivize relevant 
talent. Quality has a pivitol role in this strategy by engag-
ing employees (through talent management retention) 
and by leveraging the front-line and customer-facing 

Table 4

The Top Five Strategies to Meet the 

Innovation Challenge

Global

Rank Strategies

US

Rank

1
Apply new technologies (product, process, 
information, etc.)

2

2
Foster entrepreneurship, innovation, and 
appropriate risk taking

1

3
Engage in strategic alliances with customers, 
suppliers, and/or other business partners

3

4 Find, engage, and incentivize relevant talent 4

5 Change business model

Table 3

The Top Five Strategies to Meet the 

Talent Challenge

Global

Rank Strategies

US

Rank

1
Improve leadership development programs, 
grow talent internally

1

2
Enhance effectiveness of the senior 
management team

4

3 Provide employee training and development 3

4 Improve leadership succession planning 6

5 Hire more talent in the open market 2

6
Promote and reward entrepreneurship and 
risk taking

7

7 Raise employee engagement 5
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employees to generate ideas for new products and ser-
vices. Internal blogging and social media sites increase 
the transparency of the company’s strategy and philoso-
phy. This active participation from all levels strengthens 
trust and can open the floodgates to innovation by the 
masses. Participative management also provides an 
opportunity to create a flatter organization that favor-
ably impacts speed—an idea first realized years ago by 
contemporary management philosophy. 

Cost Optimization Revisited
For CEOs, Cost Optimization remains an area of 
focus; they ranked it as the third most important chal-
lenge (Table 1). The top strategies to meet the Cost 
Optimization challenge all relate to matters of process 
(Table 5). The strategies that received highest priority 
reflect a mix that captures the evolving role of quality. 
Classic cost-cutting and increased productivity strate-
gies utilize the basic problem-solving methodologies and 
Lean applications at the core of the quality function. 
Redesign business processes, the first-ranked strategy 
globally and in the United States and Europe, is an 
imperative in a world of rapid change and hypercompeti-
tion. For the quality function, this means a wider range 
of factors may need to be addressed across the extended 
enterprise for true long-term optimization. In tandem 
with process changes, improvements, and redesign are 
additional requirements that take into account the newer 
considerations of longer-term or downstream overall 
costs, whether they stem from global logistics, global 
raw material demands, interruptions of sole sourcing, 
customer perception and brand image, concerns due to 
outsourcing or recalls, or the impact of  government regu-
lation. Identifying and segmenting the resource demands 
imposed by government regulation can highlight global 
imbalances in regulatory demands, reveal additional 
direct costs, or surface an opportunity for innovation to 
mitigate the regulatory burdens and improve processes. 

Quality: Here We Go Again—
And That’s a Good Thing
The word quality has many connotations and interpreta-
tions and has evolved over time from defect reduction to 
meeting customer requirements to performance excel-
lence to an enterprise-wide discipline with impact across 
the value chain. Regardless of unique definitions, the 
fundamentals of quality are resurfacing in the workplace 
sometimes branded as something “new” or as additions 
and refinements to existing skillsets. 

In the 2010 edition of The Conference Board CEO 
Challenge™, one of the basic and original premises of 
the quality management movement surfaced with CEOs 
elevating the challenge focusing on their organizations’ 
brand and reputation for quality products and services 
into the top 10—the first time it had appeared as such 
a critical challenge since the survey was first published 
more than a decade ago2. Last year’s mention was the 
result of recalls from automobiles, drugs, food products, 
and consumer durables and customer service degrada-
tion in some sectors. It reappears this year (see box: 
About the CEO Challenge Survey on page 4) as one of 
the top ranked strategies for enabling growth as improve 
the price-quality ratio for products and services. What 
this strategy infers is the notion of avoiding the under-
estimated downstream costs and negative brand impact 
on consumers’ purchasing, returns, and repurchasing 
patterns. It also connotes a better balance on de-empha-
sizing short-term cost reductions at the expense of long-
term revenue streams.

This raises a question about existing longer-term feed-
back loops, performance management, knowledge 
management, and the application of fundamental quality 
practices. How well do organizations capture the true 
end-to-end costs from idea to full use? Did the initial 
risks and costs play out as stated in the business case? 
How does the validation or learnings get brought back 
into the new decision-making model? How effective is the 
problem solving and prevention of recurring root causes? 

Quality practices anticipate and provide answers to these 
questions strategically and tactically, though in many 
organizations there are questions regarding the sustain-
ability of core quality competencies in the corporate 
culture. While being acknowledged as an industry “best 
practice” or a quality award winner (e.g. Shingo Award 
in manufacturing, JD Power and Associates customer 
satisfaction rankings, Malcolm Baldrige National 

2 Melissa Berman, The CEO Challenge: Top Marketplace and 
Management Issues 2001, Research Report 1286, The Conference 
Board.

Table 5

The Top Five Strategies to Meet the 

Cost Optimization Challenge

Global

Rank Strategies

US

Rank

1 Redesign business processes 1

2 Improve productivity of employees 2

3
Achieve economies of scale through product/
process standardization and harmonization

5

4
Achieve economies of scale through business 
growth

4

5 Invest in new technologies and automation 3
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Quality Award, or Deming Prize for Performance 
Excellence) is a great snapshot that recognizes perfor-
mance and capabilities, maintaining statistically capable 
processes and the rigor and discipline to keep them effec-
tive over time should not be assumed. While a company’s 
culture can provide the atmosphere conducive to cus-
tomer-centricity and continuous improvement, changes 
in the C-suite and the regular churn and mix of the work-
force mean retaining and keeping current the skills and 
competencies that provided award-winning achievement 
levels. This requires an ongoing and sustained commit-
ment. It just doesn’t happen by itself or by accident.

Raise employee engagement ranked fifth as a strategy 
to meet the Talent challenge for U.S. CEOs and seventh 
worldwide (Table 3). Another premise of the original 
quality management movement from the 1980s and early 
1990s that has resurfaced is participative management 
and employee engagement through empowerment. In 
the early 90’s, some organizations in the United States 
sought to flatten their management structure through 
empowerment. A flatter structure can accelerate deci-
sion making and process execution, push accountability 
and ownership down into the organization to make 
it less autocratic and more flexible, and reduce costs. 
Although, flatten the organization, empower leadership 
from the bottom up ranked relatively low in the list of 
strategies to meet the Talent challenge, experience has 
shown that one cannot successfully launch innovative 
programs without participation and engagement across 
an organization at all levels, both the top and 
the bottom.

Some critical lessons about empowerment have been 
garnered from the quality function, including:

•  Enable before you empower—at a minimum provide the 
high-level direction, context, systems, and core quality 
tools and techniques to strengthen decision making and 
align actions. The difference between management simply 
“getting out of the way” vs. “providing employees with 
the tools/direction and then getting out of their way” is 
returned in speed and cost efficiency. 

•  Provide a feedback loop, a mechanism for employees to 
see how his/her decisions and actions play out, both in 
the short and long term when it comes to learning, change 
management, risk, and performance management. Those 
decisions that may take years to unfold can be captured in 
knowledge management repositories or systems. 

•  Link performance management strongly to results/out-
comes versus activities and balance it with appropriate 
risk taking. 

These lessons should be incorporated into the overall 
process framework and the development plans for those 
organizations that have prioritized this talent manage-
ment strategy for their workforce as well as their senior 
leadership. The “new” quality management leaders, 
as an objective third party, tie the overall end-to-end 
components of a talent management strategy together 
to eliminate or minimize conflicting goals and better 
ensure that the intended results are delivered. 

The U.S. leadership in productivity was attained par-
tially from empowerment and from core quality com-
petencies. But the United States could lose this lead if 
it doesn’t address knowledge management, including 
knowledge transfer from retiring “baby boomers” to 
younger generations.3 This is the first time in history 
that there are four generations in the workforce at the 
same time and dealing with the cultural differences and 
varying expectations embodied by each generation when 
it comes to empowerment requires new channels and 
methods to effectively reach the hearts and minds of 
each generation. 

Improved employee engagement has a broader impli-
cation today. Engagement is a retention strategy of its 
own, but engagement is once again surfacing as a way 
to leverage the front-line employee or workers in general 
to support growth. With the shortening of cycle times 
in product generation, generation to revenue streams, 
life cycle of revenue streams, along with more sophisti-
cated and knowledgeable customers and new markets to 
capture, drawing from a wider group of sources for ideas 
and improvements is imperative.  

The Need for Well-Managed Speed to 
Accelerate Growth
Accelerating Business Growth depends on strategy execu-
tion but also on speed, which is a function of readiness, 
culture, execution, and alignment or when expressed as a 
formula, speed = f (r,c,e,a). While quality practitioners 
have traditionally shown the ability to provide results 
faster, better, and cheaper, today’s quality leader must 
not only contribute to operational efficiency but also 
possess a macro view of the business—cutting across and 
linking functions, geographies, and business lines.

3 In Europe productivity levels are at 81 percent of U.S. levels; 
Japan is at 69 percent and Asia at 21 percent (with variability 
between countries within the regions). For more information, 
see the “2011 Productivity Brief Key Findings,” which is available 
on The Conference Board Total Economy Database website 
(www.conferenceboard.org/data/economydatabase/). 
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Emphasis on pure speed without enterprise context or 
strategically linking the business functions may unin-
tentionally sub-optimize or even slow growth and/or 
add costs because of internal competition among senior 
leaders, business units, geographies, subsidiaries, depart-
ments, or P/Ls. Clearly a “broad brush” deployment of 
strategy may not provide the best returns globally for 
an organization; therefore, the end-to-end processes, 
measurement systems, and incentives should be balanced 
against outcomes and locally targeted actions.

As a strategy to meet the Talent challenge, enhance the 
effectiveness of the senior leadership team ranks very 
high across industries, size of company, and geographies 
(with Europe being the exception). Effectiveness is not 
however, solely measured by speed of execution. It is 
also about end-to-end process management and long-
term sustainability. For example, the effectiveness of 
a new innovative product includes the idea-generating 
process, the development, launch, support, and customer 
response, combined with intended revenue streams 
and cycle times. The effectiveness of the support func-
tion, e.g. logistics, sourcing, purchasing, IT, HR, legal, 
etc., along with the return and monetized impact on 
brand and repurchasing patterns need to be reviewed 
and aligned with talent management strategies and 
incentives. 

Readiness 
Readiness is an integral part of the strategies cited by 
CEOs to address the Talent challenge. Of course any 
strategy has to be executed in a timely manner with 
some sense of urgency. Implementation over an overly 
extended time period can render the strategy meaning-
less. Readiness should be integrated by Quality into 
strategies such as enhancing the senior leadership teams’ 
effectiveness, training and development, leadership 
development programs, succession planning, and perfor-
mance management and reward systems. 

Effective performance is a function of experience and 
practice preceded by thoughtful prioritization and deci-
sions about risk to determine the level of quality to meet 
short- and long-term requirements. The gap that may 
exist between being “ready” and a long ramp up or hir-
ing processes can leave money on the table in the form 
of market share, waste, timing, or cash flow. Frustration 
and dissatisfaction can result when employees are 
“empowered” to do something without appropriate 
knowledge, context, or line of sight to overall goals.

Organizations can prevent consequences that impede 
process improvement by taking actions upstream that 
enhance readiness as well as actions to alleviate expected 
hurdles from emerging issues and trends, effectively 
balancing against costs and risks. In 2009, The Quality 
Council published The Leadership Prescription for the 
Future of Quality that addressed the future trends that 
are echoed in the findings of The Conference Board CEO 
Challenge 2011.4

Culture 
Culture and norms influence speed. Speed can be gained 
with agility, risk taking, and can, at times, be at odds 
with manage-by-fact decision making. 

Understanding the corporate culture is paramount in 
executing strategies. Effective execution means adapt-
ing a strategy to the culture or consciously changing the 
culture as a strategy itself. A key to success in gaining 
speed is to not judge a particular culture as either right 
or wrong, but rather to execute strategies that can be 
effective within a given corporate culture. 

For example, an autocratic top-down company want-
ing to now engage in participative management to tap 
employees for growth ideas will need more lead time 
to reap the benefits than an organization that already 
empowers employees and has a structure for capturing 
their input and ideas. 

Is the culture an autocratic “do as your told” culture? Is 
it one that has a bias for action? Is it an entrepreneurial 
think tank? Is the organization a blend of many cultures 
and philosophies based on the geography, local culture, 
and leadership, or the function’s or location’s maturity 
cycle? Regardless of the differences, speed is determined 
by the weakest or slowest link in the overall process. This 
weak link might point to symptoms and process bottle-
necks in logistics or sourcing, for example, but the root 
cause of these symptoms might also rest in the business 
model or management system. 

Execution 
 Good ideas and strategies without discipline to execute 
are just that—good ideas and strategies with no returns. 
Actually, there may be negative returns if it creates 
a “been there, done that, nothing happens” mental-
ity that represses innovative ideas and an eagerness 
for action. Excellence in execution has, for years, been 
a highly ranked challenge in previous editions of The 

4 A Leadership Prescription for the Future of Quality, The Conference 
Board, Research Report number R-1443-09-RR, May 2009
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Conference Board CEO Challenge and success in meet-
ing this challenge draws heavily on proficiencies in 
end-to-end process management, priority planning, 
systematic improvement, and aligned enterprise metrics 
that provide for equitable and meaningful performance 
management. 

Alignment 
Strong execution offers the highest returns when actions 
are clearly aligned to strategies that are themselves 
aligned with the results to be measured, and all functions 
are marching in the same direction. Speed results from 
preparation and being ready to execute, removing the 
time bottlenecks that may surface in any process. 

In the context of the challenges spelled out in the The 
Conference Board CEO Challenge 2011, roadblocks to 
alignment and great execution may be a sole-source 
supplier unable to meet demands, talent not sufficiently 
developed to execute a process, changes in leadership, or 
personal management styles and priorities. These scenarios 
are common, and alignment success (and therefore 
speed) require the ability to understand end-to-end the 
overall implications of a process change in both the short 
and long term. Lean applications and process manage-
ment applications along with problem-solving method-
ologies are highly useful applications in these scenarios.

Conclusion 
As a response to The Conference Board CEO Challenge 
2011, The Quality Council of The Conference Board sees 
the original tenets of the quality management move-
ment in the 21st century evolving in the context of a more 
complex, faster-paced global environment of higher and 
more varied expectations. The challenges of Business 
Growth, Cost Optimization, Talent Management, and 
Innovation and their accompanying strategies can be met 
and executed using many known quality approaches, 
practices, tools, and techniques readily available for 
application. There are years of lessons embedded in these 
practices. 

Quality deployment approaches today must take into 
account trends in globalization, customer sophistica-
tion, talent variability, environmental and sustainability 
issues as well as new communication channels. These 
trends have added new requirements and dimensions to 
government and regulatory influence, speed and mass 
customization, and have highlighted the influence of 
social media and behaviors of multiple generations—as 
both consumers and employees.

Recommendations to answer the challenges and retain 
the quality core competencies in an organization that 
provide continuity over time include: 

•  Strengthen end-to-end process management, systems 
thinking, and agility 

•  Leverage and define quality in the context of driving 
growth at a macro level 

•  Expect the quality professional to serve as a catalyst for 
change 

•  Ensure retention of quality fundamentals in development 
plans for employees and leaders 

•  Develop and engage employees to leverage growth 

•  Extend innovation throughout the supply chain and go-to 
market avenues

•  Strengthen knowledge management for feedback on risk 
management decisions, performance management, and 
customer requirements and expectations. 

A successful response to the challenges posed by CEOs 
draws from core quality fundamentals and a battery of 
tools, techniques, and practices applied thoughtfully 
and effectively. Accelerated growth will result from 
execution of the strategies that taps the skill sets of the 
quality professional. Today’s “new” quality office or 
quality professional serves as a liaison between the voice 
of the customer, the technical aspects of quality, and the 
C-suite and can act as a critical partner for accomplish-
ing the goals of the enterprise. 

An additional question exists for the CEOs and C-suite: 
are you taking advantage of previous investments in 
quality leadership and practices as a way to accelerate 
results and meet your most pressing challenges? 
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Table 6

CEO Challenge Quality Practices and Related Competency Areas

Examples and partial inventory of quality-related tools, techniques, and practices supporting the strategies to meet CEO Challenges

BUSINESS GROWTH STRATEGIES

Develop or expand 
sustainable products/
services

•  Voice of Customer and stakeholders 

•  Quality Function Deployment

•  Design for Six Sigma 

•  Design for Manufacturing 

•  New Product Introduction Process 
and Execution 

•  R & D Local 

•  Solution Thinking/Ideation Process

•  Knowledge Management- cradle to grave 

•  Communities (customer/technical)

•  Problem Solving/Systematic Improvement  

•  Cost Optimization 

•  Top Box Customer Sat and Loyalty metrics 

•  Extending Best practices/Benchmarking 

•  Hoshin Planning/Hoshin Kanri

Introduce innovations and 
new value propositions

•  Customer Listening Posts

•  Customer collaboration, alliances, 
joint development 

•  Lean applications for price 
competitiveness, productivity 

•  Benchmarking 

•  Problem Solving/Systematic Improvement  

•  Cost optimization applications

Enter or expand into 
emerging markets

•  Redesign business models 

•  Voices of customers and stakeholders

•  Local R & D 

•  Problem Solving/Systematic Improvement  

Increase value offering by 
improving price-quality ratio 
of products/services

•  Lean applications

•  Cost optimization applications 

•  Customer surveys/customer listening post

Seek external growth 
through mergers & 
acquisitions 

•  Due Diligence checklist 

•  Synergy levers and Post M & A review (PDCA)

•  Risk management process “Adopt/Go/no-Go”

•  Franchise and culture reviews/behaviors/norms 

•  Integration and Assimilation process

•  Management Operating System 

•  Cost Optimization applications 

TALENT STRATEGIES

Improve leadership 
development programs, 
grow talent internally

•  Continued training/development in contempo-
rary practices; applications to current issues

•  Process management, change management 

•  Experiential decision and cultural scenarios

•  Leadership skills for enabling/empowering

•  Hoshin Planning/Hoshin Kanri

Enhance effectiveness of 
senior management team

•  Talent Assessments

•  Employee engagement survey on leadership

•  Plan/ Actuals on short and long term goals

•  360 feedback

•  Favorable retention 

Provide employee training 
and development

•  Continued training/development in contempo-
rary practices; applications to current issues

•  Process management, change management 

•  Problem solving methodologies 

•  Development plans matching personal interests 
with business interests

Improve leadership 
succession planning

•  Career Pathing

•  Plan/Actuals for succession planning and 
development of successors

•  Readiness for backfills 

Hire more talent in 
the open market

Next Generation Recruitment: 

•  Intern programs; alliances with trade groups, 
social media, auditioning, fun place pull, respect 
for diversity 

•  On-boarding process and cycle time/effectiveness 
metrics and favorable retention 

Raise employee engagement •  Trust (employee engagement surveys and 
actions, bottoms up involvement, development 
and training
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COST OPTIMIZATION STRATEGIES

Redesign business processes •  Process management/change management

•  Benchmarking 

•  Process Reengineering/Redesign

•  Design Processes (DFSS)

•  Value Mapping/Lean

Improve productivity of 
employees

•  End-to-end process metrics

•  Employee/department metrics

•  Problem Solving 

•  Lean 

•  Process Management

Achieve economies of scale 
through growth

•  Sourcing

•  Outsourcing 

•  Supply chain management 

•  Process management

•  Technology/automation

•  Value mapping

Invest in new technologies 
and automation

•  End-to-end process management

•  Change management 

•  Training 

•  ROI Assessment of Business Case (pre/post) 

•  Benchmarking

INNOVATION STRATEGIES

Apply new technologies 
(product, process, info)

•  End-to-end process management

•  Change management 

•  Training 

•  ROI assessment of business case 

•  Benchmarking

Foster entrepreneurship, 
innovation, and appropriate 
risk taking

•  Performance management rewarding 
risk taking 

•  Engagement of wider employee set

•  Freedoms to create 

•  360 feedback on constraints

Engage in strategic alliances 
with customers, suppliers, 
and other business partners

•  Customer focus groups,

•  Customer Advisory Forums

•  Joint venture/ shared success projects

Find, engage, and incentivize 
relevant talent

•  Performance management

Change business model •  End-to-end process management 

•  Process Redesign 

•  Leadership openness

•  Benchmarking 

•  Change management 

GOVERNMENT REGULATION STRATEGIES

Engage with competitors and/
or critical stakeholders to 
influence regulatory agenda

•  Industry/ sector forums 

•  Customer Relations practices 

Increase lobbying activities to 
promote a level playing field

•  Benchmarks

•  Variation data 

Engage with the public to 
influence government

•  Benchmarks 

•  Variation data

•  Value/ cost implications data

Strengthen internal regulatory 
compliance processes

•  Process management 

•  Statistical process control 

•  Compliance management 

•  Audit process

Engage in public/private 
partnerships

•  Joint ventures

•  QFD

•  Economic value propositions 

Table 6 (continued)

CEO Challenge Quality Practices and Related Competency Areas

Examples and partial inventory of quality-related tools, techniques, and practices supporting the strategies to meet CEO Challenges
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CUSTOMER RELATIONSHIPS

Sharpen understanding of 
customers/clients’ needs

•  Customer surveys, segmentation, 
sector, and demographic analysis 

•  Competitor surveys 

•  Benchmarking

•  Quality Function Deployment 

•  User observations

Strengthen service delivery •  Lean 

•  Problem Solving 

•  Voice of customer and process 

•  End-to-end process redesign 

•  Performance Management

Increase value of products/
services

•  Interactive Customer Relations 
Management (CRM)

•  Service observation 

•  Design for Six Sigma

•  Lean applications

Engage personally with 
key customers/clients

•  Customer Advisory Boards

•  Customer Listening Post

•  Communities 

•  Customer surveys, segmentation, 
sector, and demographic analysis 

•  Account management practices (CRM)

•  3rd party embedding process (ACFC)

Increase transparency of 
customer management 
processes

•  Real time metrics 

•  CRM

•  Customer Survey results publications

Table 6 (continued)

CEO Challenge Quality Practices and Related Competency Areas

Examples and partial inventory of quality-related tools, techniques, and practices supporting the strategies to meet CEO Challenges
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