| AUTHOR

doi 10.2478 / nimmir-2025-0012

From
Influence to
Ownership:

Designing

a Better CMO
Role to Boost
Growth
Outcomes

Kimberly A. Whitler

Frank M. Sands Sr.

Professor of Business Administration,
Darden School of Business,
University of Virginia

KEYWORDS

CMO Role Design
Decision Authority
CMO Tenure

Marketing Organization

Midjourney Al, prompt GCO

18 DI (FJ5]  NIM MARKETING INTELLIGENCE REVIEW VOL. 17 2025102



CMO Role Design

anagers and scholars agree that the role
of marketers, above and beyond all other
functions, is to create sustainable, prof-
itable growth. Accenture indicates that CEOs pri-
marily turn to CMOs to drive growth, and McKinsey
reports that 83% of global CEOs believe marketers
areamajorsource of growth.Despitethe consistent
expectation that marketers drive growth, there is
significant variance in the design of CMO roles and,
in particular, the scope of responsibilities assigned
to them. For example, the CMO in Company A may
be assigned responsibility for marketing strategy,
brand strategy, pricing, actuarial analysis, product
design, research and analytics, public relations
and internal and external communications. In this
case, the CMO has primary control over most of the
levers needed to generate profitable growth. At
Company B, however, the CMO only has ownership
over downstream advertising and promotion
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Despite the consistent
expectation that
marketers drive growth,
there is significant
variance in the design of
CMO roles.

programs. Although the CMO has been told that
they are responsible for driving growth, their lead-
ership over determining the growth strategy and
ownership over the drivers of growth is nominal.

A mismatch between CMO responsibility and
measures of accountability is common

A “best practice” when designing roles is to align
responsibilities and duties with the measures
against which they are assessed. To use a vivid

example from outside of the business realm, con-
sider how basketball point guards tend to be mea-
sured: assists, field goal percentage, turnovers,
steals and so forth. They are not typically mea-
sured on blocked shots, post scoring, rebounds or
other statistics more relevant to forwards and cen-
ters. The goal is to identify those activities over
which the point guard has control and then mea-
sure their performance on those — and only those
— activities. The same goal would be expected in a
marketing context: a desire to synchronize the
CMO's territory of responsibility with the measures
against which they are held accountable, such that
the two are the same. However, my research
together with colleagues indicates that this is not
always the case and that the level of incompatibil-
ity and hence poor role design isn't trivial: 33% of
CFO, CMO and CIO jobs have responsibilities and job
expectations that are not compatible, and more
than 50% of CMO jobs are misaligned. Unfortu-
nately, poor role design is rarely obvious to leaders.
Instead, they commonly blame weak performance
on the individual occupying the role, rather than
exploring whether the CMO has a well-designed
role to begin with.

High CMOturnover canresult, as frustrated CEOs
fire their CMOs or discouraged CMOs leave to seek
better circumstances. Indeed, much has been writ-
ten aboutthefactthat CMOs have consistently had
the shortesttenureinthe C-suite. A key contributor
to the CMO short tenure challenge is poor CMO role
design, which makes it very difficult for CMOs to
effectively drive growth.

Different views of marketing: Distinguishing between roles

that

BOX 1

@)

boost or risk growth

What makes the design of one
CMO role more likely to boost
growth and another more likely
to risk growth? Consider the
CMO example from Company B
above, where the responsibility
for advertising and promotion
is insufficient to impact mea-
sures of company-level growth.
In this case, the CMO does not
have direct control over many
of the mechanisms — such as
pricing, product management
and strategic positioning —
necessary to generate growth,
the measure on which they will
be judged. | refer to this type
of role as a high “influence
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role,” as it requires the CMO to
persuade the leaders who have
decision rights over the mech-
anisms of growth. In contrast, |
refer to the CMO from Company
A as having a high “ownership
role,” with decision rights over
nearly all the responsibilities
necessary to drive growth. In
Company B, the CMO can only
try to sway decisions that
others make, while in Company
A, the CMO has the authority to
make decisions.

This represents a continuum
where on one end of the spec-
trum, a CMO has complete own-
ership over the responsibilities
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needed to drive growth, and on
the other end of the spectrum,
a CMO has almost no control
over these responsibilities
while expectations for growth
remain consistently high. A
responsibility gap opens, and
CMOs must try to influence and
convince their peers who have
direct ownership to implement
growth-related activities (see
Figure 1). The degree of own-
ership over the areas on which
somebody is measured can
create operational and psycho-
logical differences that impact
performance and ultimately
CEO and CMO satisfaction.



CMO Role Design

CMO role design: The impact of poor CMO role design and the responsibility gap
on growth and additional risk factors

FIGURE 1
RESPONSIBILITY FOR EXPECTATIONS TO
GROWTH MECHANISMS ACHIEVE GROWTH
A A
high high

High and consistent growth expectations

CMO role Responsibility gap

design risk - Poor growth outcome

- CMO tenure

- CEO inability to identify
who is to blame for poor
growth outcomes

- C-suite frustration

low

Ownership «<— CMO ROLE TYPE ———— > Influence

individuals involved and, more importantly, hinder
their ability to achieve the desired outcomes. The
job shifts from one in which the CMO has primary
authority over the areas on which they are held

A key contributor to accountable to one in which they don't.
the CMO short tenure Higher risk to achieve business growth
. From an operational perspective, performance
chaIIenge Is poor CMO outcomes become riskier as a CMO shifts from an
. . ownership to an influence role, as they have a
role de5|gn, which makes reduced ability to control decisions, and there is
. L increased cost associated with trying to align other
It Very difficult for functions. As a CMO shifts toward an influencerole,
. they must take time to “sell” their ideas to peers,
CMOs to effectlvely drive alignment and coordinate execution. Because
. the CMO doesn’t have ownership, the decisions
drive growth. made by their peers may not be the ones that the

CMO would have chosen if given authority. Assum-
ing that the CMO is the best equipped to identify
and deliver value-creating growth opportunities,
" giving responsibility to others in a company may

lead to less effective decision-making.
The risks of poorly designed CMO roles In addition, the increased “politicking” associ-
ated with aninfluencerole canresultininefficiency
What happens when responsibility and measures that impacts performance outcomes. The time a
of accountability don’t cohere? A mismatch CMO spends developing presentations to sell and
between the two can create frustration for the influence peers comes at a cost. That time could »
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have been spent on developing and executing
plans rather than on influencing decision-making.

This issue can be exacerbated if the functions
with authority are not incentivized to cooperate
and instead resist. It increases the difficulty mar-
ketersfaceintryingtoinfluencethe outcomes.The
job can be more challenging without ownership, as
the energy, effort and skill required to persuade
others who have decision rights to follow the CMO
increases.
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Discouraged and frustrated CMOs
From a psychological perspective, when an individ-
ual is held accountable for outcomes over which
they have little agency —typical for influence roles
—they can experience anything from frustration to
learned helplessness trying to impel the functions
with decision rights. The frustration of misalign-
ment can transcend CMOs. The marketing function
can grow frustrated with having little agency. The
functions with decision rights may grow frustrated
by CMOs trying to influence them. CEOs may grow
frustrated with the lack of results. All these effects
can help explain short CMO tenure.

Unclear accountability

When growth suffers and company performanceis
at risk, who should the CEO hold accountable? Is it
the CMO's fault because the desired outcome
wasn't delivered? Is it the fault of the individuals
who had ownership over key levers of growth? Or is
it the CEQ's fault, as all the levers come together at
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the CEO level? At a fundamental level, it is easier to
hold people accountable when they have owner-
ship.

How an influence role differs from typical
cross-functional alignment

It is critical to distinguish the ownership-influence
dichotomy from the typical cross-functional align-
ment that exists regardless of who owns specific
responsibilities. Within companies, there is always
the need to align and coordinate activities so
everyone operates in unison. This is different, how-
ever, fromresponsibility-accountability alignment.
Although point guards on basketball teams are not
held accountable for certain measures that others
areresponsible for, they must coordinate and work
with the rest of the team to ensure the best overall
outcomes.

The more that CMOs are given influence roles
and held accountable for outcomes over which
they have no authority, the greater the misalign-
ment between responsibility and accountability,
and the greater the potential risk to company per-
formance outcomes through inefficiency or subop-
timal decision-making.

Steps that leaders can take to leverage CMO
role design to boost company outcomes

There are three key actions that CMOs, CEOs and
boards of directors can take to reduce risk and
boost performance outcomes through better CMO
role design.

CMOs should assess their role and negotiate

if necessary

Prior to accepting a job, CMOs should identify the
degree to which they will have ownership over the
levers of growth. If the role design creates risk
through high influence expectations, CMOs can
highlight the gaps and recommend either 1) shift-
ing ownership so the CMO has greater responsibil-
ity or 2) shifting accountability so the functional
leader who has ownership also has shared respon-
sibility. CMOs can increase awareness of the risk
associated with poor CMO job design by sharing
their insight with both executive recruiters and
CEOs. Once all key parties are made aware, CMOs
can then negotiate to design a role that increases
the likelihood of success.

CEOs should assess where their CMO’s role sits

on the ownership-influence continuum and
address high-risk scenarios

Wherever possible, CEOs should work with execu-
tive recruiters and CHROs to ensure that CMO posi-
tions are appropriately positioned on the owner-
ship-influence continuum. As an example of a
method to assess performance, assume that a CMO
is being held accountable for driving growth out-
comes. Leaders should list the drivers of growth
and then identify how many are assigned to the
CMO. To the extent that the CMO doesn’t own many
ofthegrowthmechanisms, theroledesignincreases
risk and provides an opportunity for CEOs to finesse
the design to lower risk.
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CEOs must assign clearly
defined and coherent

CMO Role Design

In professional basketball, success requires a capa-
ble general manager who oversees resource alloca-
tion and a strong coach who defines clear roles for
each player so that the team can operate effec-
tively as a system. In business, the board oversees
resource allocation, and the CEO must assign clearly
defined and coherent roles. This is a precondition
for CMOs to achieve performance goals and for the

roles for the C-suite to
function effectively.

11

Board members can help enhance governance
by making sure that CMOs are engaged in
appropriate board-level discussions

Assuming, for example, that a company’s CMO is
expected to drive growth, any board-level discus-
sions regarding growth strategy or resource allo-
cation should involve the CMO. This ensures that
the CMOis involved in all related board-level discus-
sions that influence the strategies and resources
that will impact growth outcomes. It also drives
alignment on growth strategies between the CMO,
CEO, the C-suite and the board of directors.

C-suite, more broadly, to function effectively. <
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