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A Look Into What Sets
Minnesota’s Middle 
Market CEOs Apart



Minnesota is well known for its Fortune 500 and 100 companies, and is celebrated for hosting and 
supporting a strong small business network. While there is no shortage of information, studies, articles and 
books about CEOs of large companies and small businesses, far less information is directed toward mid-size 
companies and their CEOs. As a result, their issues and needs are underrepresented in the marketplace. We 
wanted to explore specific leadership qualities and styles of middle market CEOs and extrapolate how they 
uniquely lead their organizations through growth and transformation. 

For the purpose of our research, we focused on 25 CEOs who lead Minnesota 
based companies that generate between $30 million and $1 billion; two 

organizations fell on either side of these parameters and 
one company is based in Ottawa, Canada. 

Our pool of CEOs was comprised of 20 
males and 5 females with CEO tenure 
ranging from two to 22 years. Public, 

private, and non-profit organizations 
were represented and reflect healthcare, 

technology, manufacturing, retail and service 
industries. 

The CEO pain points of the middle market segment, while 
similar to both larger and smaller businesses, do play out 

differently and carry different weight in such ways as: 

1. Remaining relevant through changes in industry, customer 
needs and usage, and being innovative with mature products. 

2. Developing and implementing business planning processes and 
infrastructure that are more formalized yet flexible enough to 
scale at the right speed. 

3. Growing through merger, acquisition, and/or in partnership 
with private equity, all of which will have significant impact on a 
company’s culture, infrastructure, people, and offerings.

4. Leading differently in both style - shifting from a command-and-
control to a team leadership style - and in scope - creating the 
right culture, hiring for fit, and retaining top talent.

We sought patterns to CEO success, issues, skills, and needs, 
specifically as they relate to the people side of leadership. 

The following provides the findings and summaries of our 
interviews.
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Middle Market 
CEO pain 
points 
play out
differently
in 4 key
ways
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Our CEOs also focus their efforts on establishing 
a high performing executive team and see the 
ability to do so as a key to their effectiveness. They 
have come to realize a key role is to assemble the 
most powerful team they can for what they need 
to move forward, with a focus on complementing 
strengths so the whole of the group is greater 
than the sum of its parts. This often requires 
breaking down silos. They are comfortable in not 
having all the answers, with most noting it was 
more important they know the right questions to 

ask. “Focus is key – to have it, to provide 
it, to bring people back to that one 

thing that will make the biggest 
difference.”

Setting a compelling vision and communicating 
it clearly and consistently is a universal CEO trait, 
yet these mid-market CEOs also emphasized 
the need for tangible evidence that all levels 
of the organization hear it and buy into it. “Just 
because I think I’m being clear, doesn’t mean 
others do. I have to constantly remind myself to 
ask people what they heard and clarifying when 
necessary.” Also, “I know I have to say the message 
consistently. People forget, or don’t hear it the first 
time.” Communicating vision in a way that allows 
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Continuous Self-Improvement

Research increasingly shows that the success of 
an organization is in direct correlation with the 
effectiveness of its CEO. We heard consistently 
that continuous learning and improvement of 
“self” drives the CEOs we interviewed. Whether 
intuitively or through personal development, 
they understand not only the value of self-
awareness, but also having a grip on, and 
acceptance of, how they are perceived by 
others. The CEOs we spoke to share 
a willingness to both maximize 
their own strengths and the 
strengths of others and 
have learned that leading 
through influence, 
rather than position 
or title, ultimately 
delivered the results 
and outcomes they 
desired. 

Continuous learning 
and seeking out 
information and 
feedback was unanimous 
among these CEOs. Nearly 
all have had mentors in their 
lives and seek out ongoing 
outside advisors through executive 
coaching, peer-to-peer groups, and 
external advisory groups focused on a variety of 
subject matter expertise.

“FOCUS IS KEY – TO HAVE IT, TO 
PROVIDE IT, TO BRING PEOPLE 

BACK TO THAT ONE THING 
THAT WILL MAKE THE BIGGEST 

DIFFERENCE.”

“I USED TO HATE 
THE WORD 

PASSION. 
NOW I KNOW 

PASSION IS ALL 
THAT MATTERS, 
AND HOW TO 

PUT IT TO WORK. 
IT IS THE BIGGEST 

MULTIPLIER.”
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When asked what they want to be known for, 56% 
referred to their legacy within the organization. 
Specifically, to leave the organization better than 
when they started and to equip the company 
with the foundation, team and strategy to 
continue improving even after they are no longer 
leading the organization. A specific outcome or 
impact of leading effectively for a quarter of the 
CEOs interviewed was to have made a positive 
difference in the lives of others. 

Culture Matters

Cultural fit proved to be an overwhelming key 
component of CEOs’ overall effectiveness. In 
fact, most see creating culture as one of their 
greatest contributions as a leader. “Over time I 
learned the value of culture. Not what it is, but 
how to create it.” Some of the common themes 
we heard around the actual components of their 
culture include a close tie to mission and values, 
a level of commitment beyond the bottom line, 
personal accountability by and to all, and doing 
business the “right way”; or as one CEO put it, 
“professionalizing the profession.” 

CEOs can be far removed from those closest to the 
clients and the execution of the work. One way 
to keep “grounded,” as many put it, was to make 
a point to be visible to everyone in the company 
and do their “walk-abouts.” Doing so not only 
provides a chance to reinforce the vision and 
key messages, it offers important perspective on 
what the frontline issues actually are and a true 
view of what workers are dealing with on a daily 

people to see how they are contributing to it has 
been a differentiator for several CEOs. “I used to 
hate the word passion. Now I know passion is all 
that matters, and how to put it to work. It is the 
biggest multiplier.”

Signs of Leading Well

It’s loneliest at the top. Most CEOs interviewed 
admitted it’s a challenge to get honest feedback 
without hidden agendas and functional filters 
influencing information received. Ultimately 
CEOs stressed the importance of trusting 
themselves. Some of the metrics our leaders 
monitor to tell them they are on the right track 
include:

1. Having the “right” talent and retention of 
top talent.

2. Engagement throughout the 
organization—people feel good about 
coming to work and the work they are 
doing.

3. Leadership alignment is evident in the 
layers below the executive leadership 
team.

4. “Need me less”—several pointed to 
a shift that takes place where there is 
mutual trust in decision making and 
direction.

5. Transfer of ownership—when the 
Executive or Senior Leadership Team is 
the one driving the urgency, not the CEO, 
and have independently identified their 
accountabilities– as individuals and as a 
team.

6. Getting the right perspective—one 
CEO pointed to knowing the difference 
between people telling him what they 
thought he wanted to hear versus simply 
being told what he needed to know.

MOST CEOS ADMITTED IT’S A 
CHALLENGE TO GET HONEST 
FEEDBACK WITHOUT HIDDEN 
AGENDAS AND FUNCTIONAL 

FILTERS INFLUENCING 
INFORMATION RECEIVED. 
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For some CEOs, they were the ones who had 
to adapt to the culture. CEOs who made a 
switch from the for-profit to non-profit sector or 
changed industries entirely noted their own lack 
of understanding the company’s culture as one 
of the biggest mistakes they made coming in 
to the organization. In instances where the CEO 
persevered and overcame the culture obstacle, he 
or she attributed it to their ability to adjust and 
change course based on their own willingness 
to receive and hear feedback that their way just 
wasn’t working. 

Hire for Fit

A key distinction with 
our CEO group was 
not only hiring for 
talent and experience, 
but also the right 

cultural fit. “We have 
always had a foundation 

of values and hire and 
fire by them.” They have 

learned that credentials alone 
don’t necessarily make a good 

employee. So how do they assess 
for fit? One company instituted a “culture 

index tool” for candidates, while other CEOs 
who were hiring executive leaders made sure 
to spend time with them over dinner or other 
outside environments to see how they behaved in 
situations outside the office.

basis. “We build a culture of collaboration and 
problem solving. It’s so rewarding to see a team 
do more than they thought they could achieve.”

Cultural fit showed up in three distinct ways:

One Size Does Not Fit All 
 
Nearly half the CEOs interviewed have held a 
CEO title at more than one company. Sometimes 
their leadership was short lived because they 
took on the role at a company that just wasn’t 
the right fit. It’s no secret that culture, and 
how well an employee fits into that culture, is 
a metric of professional success and 
personal satisfaction within an 
organization. But it seems the 
more senior the position, 
the more important 
and impactful a good 
cultural fit—and 
ensuring one’s 
personality is in line 
with the culture—
becomes. “Good 
leaders know when 
to leave…when 
they aren’t the right 
fit.”

Other times CEOs 
stayed and had to 
weather the storm 
of changing a deeply 
entrenched culture. One noted 
taking over a company where the 
former CEO had “led” by dictating orders 
and direction to the point the executive team 
just waited to be told what to do. Creating a 
collaborative culture where leaders thought for 
themselves meant many couldn’t make the shift. 
“There was high turnover, but it was intentional.” 

“GOOD LEADERS KNOW 
WHEN TO LEAVE…

WHEN THEY 
AREN’T THE 

RIGHT FIT.”
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core business while acquiring new ones. One CEO 
has grown his business through more than 10 
acquisitions and noted the distinct growth cycle 
that happens with each. Balancing the continued 
growth of the existing business while merging 
new products, services, and resources emphasizes 
the need for a proper cultural fit. “Management 
cultures need to be compatible for smoother 
transition.”

Pace of Change

Change is constant. For middle market companies, 
change happens even more rapidly and risk is 
realized more quickly. Leading through ongoing 
change was one of the most common responses 
to what challenges this group as leaders. It’s 
one thing to design a change strategy with the 
executive team and roll out the vision to the 
company, but seeing evidence that change 
management is being implemented throughout 
all layers of the organization takes time, 
commitment and follow-through. 

The CEOs interviewed saw the importance of 
their role as setting both the vision for and the 
pace of change. Several said they learned this 
the hard way. “I set too many initiatives at once 
and became part of the problem.” Another said 
he had to learn to balance momentum. “I put 
too much in motion at once and it put a lot of 
stress on the company. Then we pulled back and 

Several hired executives who had a proven track 
record for the functional part of their position, 
but later learned that wasn’t nearly enough to 
sustain success without the right personality fit. 
“I hired the wrong person in a key leadership 
role. I should have paid attention to competing 
visions and should have made the change 
sooner.” 

Mergers and Acquisitions

Growth through acquisition is prevalent 
with mid-market companies and CEOs we 
interviewed stressed to not underestimate 
the importance of culture compatibility 
between two merging organizations. Culture 
has emerged as one of the dominant barriers 
to effective transitions, with as much as 30 
percent of failed integrations attributed to 
culture clash. Companies with different cultures 
find it difficult, if not often impossible, to make 
decisions quickly or to operate effectively. 
Those who have grown through acquisition 
have had some missteps along the way, citing 
incompatible business models, bad investment 
group partners, and selecting businesses 
outside of mission. The majority ended up 
selling off the mismatched business. CEOs 
cautioned to do due diligence and conduct a 
culture evaluation beforehand.

Several noted both the challenge and 
requirement to stay focused on growing the 

...OUR CEO GROUP WAS NOT 
ONLY HIRING FOR TALENT 

AND EXPERIENCE, BUT ALSO 
THE RIGHT CULTURAL FIT. 
“WE HAVE ALWAYS HAD A 

FOUNDATION OF VALUES AND 
HIRE AND FIRE BY THEM.”

CULTURE HAS EMERGED AS ONE 
OF THE DOMINANT BARRIERS 
TO EFFECTIVE TRANSITIONS, 

WITH AS MUCH AS 30 PERCENT 
OF FAILED INTEGRATIONS 
ATTRIBUTED TO CULTURE 

CLASH.
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People mistakes are costly from the standpoint of 
the inevitable executive search and on-boarding 
implications. An even higher price, and more 
unpredictable, is the “healing” time it can take to 
recover from a toxic or misfit individual and their 
impact on the performance and productivity of 
the team. Several CEOs commented on the cost 
to their own reputation and the reputation of the 
company as a result of failing to remove non-
performers or poor performers more quickly. In 
fact, all agreed that the removal of executives not 
aligned with the vision and enterprise thinking 
of an executive team was the best decision and 
that it should have been made faster: “When 
key decisions aren’t made swiftly, with people in 
particular, it erodes their view of you as a leader.” 

Another challenge was with the available 
workforce. Technical industry leaders brought 
this up more than others, especially around the 
difficulty in finding and retaining top talent such 
as executives with cross-functional capabilities, 
software designers, and engineers. One CEO went 
so far as to open a satellite office on the West 

lost some ground.” Keeping the right tension 
between growth, innovation, and performance 
was enhanced by assembling the right executive 
team.

Knowing what leadership is needed for where 
the organization is going has been key for CEOs 
who have led through significant change. Many 
acknowledge that the executive team they have 
today might not be the right mix for what’s 
needed tomorrow. They pointed to having the 
courage – doing the right thing – as necessary 
for success. And it’s not just a one-time shift. “It 
took me 20 executive changes to get to a high 
performing team.” 

Cost of People Issues 

Overwhelmingly, CEOs interviewed cited not 
taking quick and decisive action with people 
issues as the biggest mistake or regret they’ve 
had as a leader. Whether new to the company 
or promoted from within, our leaders tended 
to give people the benefit of the doubt when 
performance and/or behavior were in question. 
Most believed they could coach, develop, 
change, or otherwise save the individual. 
Sometimes they trusted people too quickly, 
“I put trust in the wrong person and they had 
to leave when trust could not be restored.” 
Others didn’t follow their intuition. Inevitably, 
tough decisions were made and people were 
let go, however, CEOs underestimated the cost 
of indecisiveness. “I was blinded by loyalty 
and didn’t realize how much my indecision 
devastated the team. It took a long time to 
recover.” 

“IT TOOK ME 20 EXECUTIVE 
CHANGES TO GET TO A HIGH 

PERFORMING TEAM.”
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Coast because that’s where the technical talent 
he was looking for was located…and where that 
talent wanted to live. 

Conclusion

As a result of our research, a profile of middle 
market CEO effectiveness emerged. These 
leaders run organizations where risk and 
reward can be seen and felt faster than in 
large corporations and most are growing 
exponentially year after year while continuing 
to scale operations and resources to meet 
changing internal and external needs. They 
build strong executive teams who can lead 
strategy to execution and break down silos for 
cultures of collaboration. They create jobs, take 
their work personally, and make communities 
stronger with their presence and participation. 
They are passionate and competitive achievers 
and innovators who are committed to 
excellence. 


