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As a volatile marketplace continues to impact businesses in numerous ways, 
actionable knowledge can be crucial for business executives looking for key 
insights and tools to keep their company moving forward. 

How are CEOs dealing with this change? Our conversations with CEOs suggest 
they’re dealing with it together. Through tough, turbulent times, CEOs are sharing 
best practices, coaching each other, and benefiting from the rising popularity and 
accessibility of CEO Peer Groups.  

Peer groups can provide informed 
empathy for the isolated CEO that is likely 
not being provided by other relationships. 
In some models, CEO peer groups are 
informal gatherings where leaders from 
non-competing industries meet on a 
regular basis to discuss their business and 
personal struggles, share and receive 
practical advice, network, and generally 
socialize among equals.

Just Google “CEO Peer Groups”. You’ll find 
pages of results are produced, testifying to 
the increasing popularity and 
proliferation of CEO peer group forums. 
The choice of options can be confusing 
and overwhelming.

You may already be familiar with peer group forums for CEOs. Having led 
companies, as an award-winning leader of CEO peer groups, and as Executive 
Vice President of CEO Global Network, with thousands of hours of experience 
leading CEO group meetings and working with CEOs one-on-one, I offer a unique 
insider’s perspective on the value these groups can provide. I can also help you be 
prepared with the important information necessary to effectively assess 
membership fit, and make sense of the various options available.

The Benefits of CEO Peer Groups

“As the pace of change picks 
up, even the most experience 
leaders are finding 
themselves facing problems 
that lie outside their 
expertise. They, too, are 
increasingly relying on their 
peers to help them stay 
abreast of market and 
technological shifts. Joining a 
peer group, it seems, can 
make life at the top a good 
deal less lonely.”

-Harvard Business Review Peer to Peer Report
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Imagine the results you could generate if you had direct, unbiased feedback from 
other CEOs and business owners who are dealing with similar issues you face 
every day. Imagine a group who would “have your back”, and be there to assist 
you through the tough times and help you profit from opportunities.

Please continue reading to discover what we have found to be the seven keys to 
finding the right fit in a CEO Peer Group. 

Tapping into Outside 
Knowledge

In the excerpt on the previous page 
from a Harvard Business Review (HBR) 
report, a key point attracting CEOs to 
peer groups is to tap into expertise 
outside their experience. If everyone 
were from the same industry, with 
similar education, expertise, and 
experience, there would be little 
added value to joining a CEO group. 

Additionally, for a high trust and open 
environment to be created in a peer 
group, make sure the group does 
not allow suppliers, competitors, or 
vendors to be members in the same 
group. For example, if a member 
were to want to share a concern about a cash flow issue to a group containing one 
of his key customers, he most likely would not raise the issue for obvious reasons.

In a recent HBR article (‘Those Poor CEOs. No, Seriously.’ Friday May 15, 2009, 
Melissa Raffoni), it is pointed out that often CEOs have nobody to turn to for the 

“Behind every great leader, at the base 
of every great tale of success, you will 
find an indispensable circle of trusted 
advisors, mentors, and colleagues. 

Executives, managers, and employees 
who are proactive in finding a team of 
advisors to help give them feedback and 
coaching, accountability, and support 
are the ones who will flourish in today’s 
challenging environment. 

They’ll also save their companies a lot 
of time and money by being more 
knowledgeable, perceptive, productive, 
and innovative. 

-Keith Ferrazzi, Author of Who’s Got Your Back

Finding the Right Fit in a CEO Peer Group



“unvarnished truth”. Although they have executive teams, and boards of directors 
in many cases, there is a built-in bias with these groups. 

Bias exists with the management or executive team because they have a vested 
interest in protecting their jobs, their paychecks, and their staff. Boards of 
directors can be biased due to investor needs, a lack of complete information, and 
other things that create an alignment issue with the CEO. Additionally, I would 
not bring questions about things like my leadership to my management/executive 
team or board of directors. So, another reason CEOs join peer groups, is to go to a 
place where they can hear the truth from peers with no vested interest.

Confidentiality is also a key when assessing CEO peer groups. To get the most 
value from membership, the truth needs to be shared. Unless there is a formal 
confidentiality policy, I would be wary. Without it, a high trust and open 
environment where the truth can be spoken and heard will not occur. In my 
mind, a peer group focused on improving the effectiveness of members and the 
performance of their companies must include as a basic premise that 
members will hear what they need to hear, not what they want to hear. For 
this to happen, confidentiality is a key factor.

If you are looking for a group where real business challenges and 
opportunities are put on the table to learn from and act on the background 
and experiences of other members, then this should be part of your search 
criteria.

Being Held Accountable by an Experienced CEO 
Coach

In our experience, and from the research of renowned expert on leadership, 
Marshall Goldsmith, “people don’t get better without follow-up”. If this is 
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important to you, look for a group and organization where one-on-one 
regularly scheduled coaching sessions are part of the process. 

During these sessions, the focus should be on the CEO, and the onus is on them to 
determine the best use of the time spent 
together and the outcomes they’re looking 
for. Ideally, the CEO coach will be well 
armed with questions regarding 
everything from financial performance to 
strategy, from projects to key decisions. 

Questions will be asked about follow-
through on prior commitments made, and 
the coach will look for specific challenges 
and opportunities where the group would 
be able to add value. The CEO coach will 
be skilled at asking probing and 
insightful questions and diligent about 

“mining for gold nuggets” during the time together. 

They will focus less on what they have to share versus what they have to ask. 
Ultimately, significant actions will be identified and agreed to by the CEO to make 
progress towards highly valued goals and priorities. When done well, they will act  
as coach, advisor and mentor to ensure that every member stays focused and 
committed to the results they are driving toward. 

Overcoming Being Lonely at the Top

A survey conducted by Barry Admon and Murray Axmith finds that many 
executives feel a sense of social and relational isolation due their prominent 
positions. According to an article in Academy of Management Executive, loneliness 

“When done well, they 
will act as coach, 
advisor and mentor to 
ensure that every 
member stays focused 
and committed to the 
results they are driving 
toward.”
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is specifically identified as one of the major primary health risk factors that CEOs 
and other business executives face.

It’s lonely at the top, and this is particularly applicable to entrepreneurs, who 
often have the least resources to tap into when noodling over the key decisions of 
their businesses. Often, CEOs join peer groups to reduce isolation. When 
considering key decisions, by getting new options, experiences and 
recommendations, and having others “check their back swing”, better decisions 
are made.

A variety of unique factors contribute to a CEO’s isolation from employees, 
organizations, and their own emotional needs and desires:

1. The nature of their responsibilities and duties  can alienate CEOs from 
other executives and employees. CEOs are privy to highly confidential 
information that cannot usually be shared with former coworkers and 
advisors. 

2. CEOs hold positions of power and authority that can lead to their real 
or felt sense of alienation. While good news can quickly rise to the top, 
bad news moves at an exponentially slower vertical rate. Jack Welch 
observes that “bad news festers in the trenches where those who possess it 
hope they can make it go away before anyone notices.” With lower-level 
employees guarding higher-ups from bad news, CEOs can find themselves 
increasingly insulated.

3. CEOs may emotionally isolate themselves to maintain an appearance 
of confidence. While this tactic may sustain overall morale, CEOs then pay 
a great emotional and relational cost to keep up the facade. As a result they 
may experience isolation to do the pervasive but false perception that it is 
an admission of weakness for leaders to ask questions or to see outside 
help.

4. Some CEOs struggle with feelings of insecurity, others with their own 
inflated egos.  Some may surround themselves with “yes people” whose 
constant affirmation may lead a CEO to develop a distorted sense of 
themselves and the business; such unchecked egos overpower good 
business sense and jeopardize the organization’s health.
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The solution to loneliness and alienation lies in peer groups.

Rather than turning to friends or family members for support, CEOs can turn to 
peers in business who can fully appreciate the situation and provide truly 
informed empathy.

Finding Honest Feedback 
& Accountability

When considering potential confidants, 
it’s important for a leader to seek 
honest opinions and perspectives and to 
avoid constant reassurance, 
information isolation, and undermining 
intentions.

CEOs often have nobody to hold them 
accountable. They are also often the 
least open to and the least likely to 
receive open and honest feedback on 
themselves as leaders. They are the ones who also most need this feedback, since 
they set the tone, the direction, and the pace and have ultimate responsibility for 
the results of the business. When looking for a group, investigate how members 
hold one another accountable to actions committed to. This will help them 
achieve their most highly valued goals, and make them better leaders.

Joining a CEO Peer Group with the Right Dynamics

The mission of the peer group is also an important factor. Identifying and 
understanding the purpose of the group will help you learn the fit with what 
you’re looking for. If you’re looking for more of a social and collegial atmosphere, 
and are primarily interested in networking, then groups focused on helping 

“When looking for a group, 
investigate how members 
hold one another 
accountable to actions 
committed to. This will help 
them achieve their most 
highly valued goals and 
ultimately make them better 
leaders.”
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leaders become better at their jobs, better equipped to make decisions, and are 
prepared to have their feet held to the fire by other members likely would not 
work for you.

The group size is important. I would argue that in order to contribute to helping 
one another achieve improved results, where CEOs really work “on the business”, 
the group should be no larger than 16 members. As groups grow, it becomes more 
challenging to maximize value for individual members. Similarly, under a dozen 
or so members, the value can become diluted. Additionally, members need to 
attend and actively participate in order contribute and derive value. This seems 
obvious, but an investigation of the expectations around attendance is 
advised.

Identifying the group meeting frequency and length of meetings is important 
to know. At CEO Global Network, our experience told us that most executives 
cannot afford more than a half-day away from the office. If you believe it might 
be valuable to have members available to help outside of scheduled group 
meetings, this can be added to your criteria. 

Guidance from Experienced CEOs and Business 
Thought Leaders

Of paramount importance should be an understanding of who, if anyone, would 
be leading the group meetings, including their training, background, experience 
and overall qualifications. Also, there is a clear distinction between facilitation 
and leading groups. In CEO Global Network groups, for example, our seasoned 
Group Leaders see themselves as the “leader of leaders”, and the CEO of the 
group. It’s their job to lead their groups, and to provide a clear direction, in 
addition to facilitating the day for maximum benefit of members. A key job of a 
facilitator is to prevent members from monopolizing the conversation, or dodging 
the tough questions.
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If gaining knowledge and applying learning to improve your leadership, 
your business and your life is important to you, quality guest speakers would be 
part of your investigation. You would want to assess:

• Frequency of speaker presentations 
• How speakers and topics are selected, and from what size speaker pool
• Speaker format: workshops vs. seminar type format; this is important if 

you want to learn not just the “what”, but also the “how”
• Actionable information 

For some, having access to a network of members outside their own specific 
group is important. At CEO Global Network, for example, there are many 
opportunities to network with members outside a members’ specific group, 
including quarterly dinners, accompanied with guest speakers.        

For many who have considered joining 
a CEO peer group, the issue of time 
was a key hurdle to overcome. Those 
who do not join citing time as a major 
factor often see membership as another 
“to do” in an already busy schedule. As 
we tell prospective members, if that’s 
their mindset, they aren’t likely a fit 
with us. 

Frankly, most members have extremely 
full schedules. If the membership 
commitment requires half a day 
group session and two hours one-on-

one with a CEO coach, this represents the 2% – 5% of the time members are 
spending (depending on their typical work week) to make the other 95% - 
98% more productive. 

“Before I joined, I worried about 
spending the time each month not 
at my desk or in other important 
meetings. I now look forward to my 
CEO group meeting - even schedule 
trips around it. The chance for me 
to openly discuss the challenges I’m 
facing is something I can’t get 
anywhere else.”

-Rick Morris, Vice President at Construction 
Specialties, Inc., CEO Global Network Member
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Discussing Financial Matters

Most CEOs are interested in the ROI of any investment. As Executive Vice 
President with CEO Global Network, our members testify to the multiples their 
membership dues have returned in value to them over the years.

In addition, you should investigate the membership term and financial 
commitment you are making. I would be wary of any organization requiring a 
commitment of more than a quarter at a time. Also, as the old adage goes, “you 
get what you pay for”. If you decide to join a CEO peer group, you should look 
to get multiples in ROI for your fees.
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About CEO Global Network

Membership in CEO Global Network includes an advisory board of CEO peers 
who offer support as you tackle important business issues. Whether you're a chief 
executive, small business owner or key executive leader, CEO Global Network is 
dedicated to helping you uncover unique opportunities, maximize results and 
ROI, and influence others through monthly peer learning workshops, executive 
coaching, expert speaker presentations and member networking event 
opportunities. 

Ultimately, you will need to decide your commitment level and type of group 
experience you’re looking for. If you’re really looking to move yourself and your 
business forward,  CEO Global Network is a viable option to explore. 

Contact us for a no obligation 30 minute meeting to determine if there might be a 
fit for you.

Faster Growth. Greater Success. 
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