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What does it take to become a 
Chief Marketing Officer (CMO)? New 
research from Deloitte provides 
unique insight into the thoughts, 
experience, behaviours and activities 
of CMOs and offers a comparison 
with senior marketing executives 
(SMEs) to determine how to become 
and be a successful CMO. 

Chief Marketing Officers are visionaries and 

strategists for an organisation’s marketing but the 

role now encompasses a wider scope than ever 

before. Increased expectations from other C-suite 

leaders, budget constraints, digital transformation 

and changing customer preferences have changed 

the role from department head to enterprise 

business leader.1 Delivering elevated customer 

Introduction
experiences requires effective coordination across 

all functions of the business. As custodians of the 

customer experience, CMOs therefore need to exert 

responsibility and material influence across the 

breadth of the organisation. Marketing exists at the 

intersection of consumer behaviour, technological 

innovation and human storytelling, and the CMO 

needs to be at the forefront.

The aim of this research is to help CMOs understand 

how they compare with their peers and for senior 

marketing leaders to understand what they need 

to do differently as they make their transition to 

the top role and the C-suite. The research explores 

topics related to leading your board, leading your 

colleagues and team, and leading yourself. This 

report examines how CMOs and SMEs compare in 

their behaviour, activities and experiences, revealing 

how to become a CMO and a successful leader.
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Methodology

The study was conducted by Deloitte UK during 

October-November 2023 and surveyed 38 Chief 

Marketing Officers and 34 senior marketing 

executives in the United Kingdom. The respondents 

had a wide range of experience with half having 

11 or more years of experience in marketing, 

and nearly a quarter of the CMOs having more 

than 20 years. The organisations were across six 

key industries: Consumer; Energy, Resources & 

Industrials; Government & Public Services; Life 

Sciences & Health Care; Professional Services and 

Technology, Media & Telecommunications. Annual 

revenues of the organisations ranged from less 

than £5 million up to more than £50 billion and 

were a mix of B2B and B2C.
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1. Course correcting the evolution of the CMO, Deloitte Insights, 2020.

Endnotes
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https://www2.deloitte.com/uk/en/insights/topics/leadership/resetting-marketing-priorities.html#endnote-sup-1


Trend 1
Senior marketing leaders building  
influence with soft skills



Senior marketing leaders are not 
confined by departmental walls

Marketing exists at the intersection of consumer 

behaviour, technological innovation and human 

storytelling. The role of marketing leaders 

relies heavily on connecting marketing with the 

organisation’s wider objectives. To be successful, 

they must be effective collaborators, joining the dots 

between marketing and other key functions within 

the organisation.

Modern marketing leaders finds themselves at the vanguard of corporate 
leadership and collaboration. As custodians of their organisation’s narrative, 
they collaborate not only with their marketing colleagues, but with colleagues 
throughout their organisation. Soft skills, rather than technical skills, have 
emerged as the key currency for marketing leaders – and are essential for 
effective cross-functional collaboration.

One way to delineate the role performed by a Chief 

Marketing Officer (CMO ) to that of a senior marketing 

executive (SME) is to examine their most important 

strategic partners. As a marketing leader becomes 

more senior, their key strategic partners within the 

organisation change.
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Source: Deloitte analysis, 2023

FIGURE 1: Question: Who is your most important strategic partner in the organisation outside marketing?

Strategic partner - CMO Strategic partner - SME N (CMO) = 38, N (SME) = 34
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Other
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Technology (Senior Technology Leader)

Product and Digital (Senior Product and Digital Leader)

Supply Chain (Senior Supply Chain Leader)

Human Resources (Senior HR Leader)

Commercial (Senior Commercial Leader)

IT (Senior IT Leader)

Finance (Senior Finance Leader)

Operations (Senior Operations Leader)
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15%
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As a CMO, there is a 50 per cent chance that your 

most important strategic partner is the Chief 

Executive Officer (CEO). The strategic alignment 

of the CEO and CMO roles provides the CMO with 

a holistic view of the organisation and its many 

departmental functions. It also highlights how 

central marketing is to an organisation’s strategy 

and, ultimately, its success. 

The most important strategic partners for SMEs vary 

widely with sales, operations and finance all featuring 

prominently. This underscores not only the diverse 

nature of SME roles but also the importance of the 

marketing function to all areas of the organisation. 

As an SME moves through the ranks up to the CMO 

role they should be aware that the CEO will likely 

become their closest strategic ally in the organisation 

and their role becomes less about running marketing 

and more about helping run the business.
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Source: Deloitte analysis, 2023

Senior Marketing Executives CMOs N (CMO) = 38, N (SME) = 34

28%32%Marketing
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16% 16%
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FIGURE 2: Question: What proportion of your time do you spend working with people from the functions listed below?

CMOs and SMEs spend their time working with 

people across a broad range of different roles. Both 

groups spend approximately 70 per cent of the 

time working with people from outside marketing 

and only 30 per cent of their time working with 

marketing. CMOs, in particular, spend only 28 per 

cent of their time working with people from the 

marketing function. This proclivity to work with 

functions from outside of marketing underscores 

marketing leaders as cross-functional collaborators, 

whose influence extends well beyond their own 

department. It reflects the need for leaders in 

marketing to forge and maintain relationships 

with those in other departments to support wider 

organisational objectives. In previous Deloitte 

research, CMOs were shown to collaborate at a 

lower rate than their C-suite peers.1 However, our 

latest research suggests this has changed as CMOs 

are working alongside other functions more than 

they work with other marketers.

Soft skills are most valued by marketing 
leaders 

The skills most important to marketing leaders 

reflect the collaborative nature of their roles. Today’s 

marketing leaders need to be adept at managing 

relationships with a huge range of stakeholders both 

inside and out of their organisation.2
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Source: Deloitte analysis, 2023

Note: The rank frequency was determined by summing the total ranks for each option. Higher frequencies indicate higher ranking.

N (CMO + SME) = 72

1009080706050403020100

Leadership
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Strategic thinking

Interpersonal skills

Problem solving

Functional marketing knowledge

Creativity

Project management

Data analysis and analytics

Storytelling
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Rank frequency

FIGURE 3: Question: What skills are most useful for your current role? (Rank top 3 with 1 being most useful) intelligence and the capacity to navigate and 

influence human dynamics. At the other end of 

the spectrum, the skills viewed as the least useful – 

MarTech, storytelling and data analysis and analytics 

– are more technical in nature. The data suggests 

that when developing a marketing strategy, the value 

of soft skills eclipses those that are more technical 

and tangible in nature. 

Interestingly, CMOs held a variety of roles prior to 

becoming a CMO, reflecting the varied paths to 

this level. The CMOs in this study held a range of 

roles across sectors including CMO, Vice President, 

Managing Director, Chief Financial Officer, Head 

of Research & Development, Manager in Retail, 

Creative Director and Human Resources Director. 

This points to the transferability of skills across 

industries especially the need for soft skills, and the 

breadth and depth of experience CMOs often bring 

to the role.
The skills most useful to marketing leaders reinforce 

the notion that they are collaborators and leaders, 

whose role extends beyond the confines of their 

own function. The three skills ranked most useful – 

leadership, communication and strategic thinking – 

are rooted in interpersonal interactions, emotional 
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Source: Deloitte analysis, 2023

Note: The rank frequency was determined by summing the total ranks for each option. Higher frequencies indicate higher ranking.

N (CMO + SME) = 72 
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FIGURE 4: Question: What personality traits are most important for your role? (Rank top 3 with 1 being most important)Communication is key for senior 
marketers

The personality traits needed for the senior marketer 

role bolster the argument that communication and 

collaboration are the key to being successful.

There are many reasons why communication has 

emerged as the most important skill for marketers 

to possess. Senior marketing leaders must be able 

to speak to a range of audiences. Communicating 

with other marketers to align on strategy is only a 

small part of their role – they must also be adept 

at communicating their organisation's key messages 

to their shareholders, customers and wider public. 

They must also be able to foster collaboration within 

the organisation itself, given that they spend 70 per 

cent of their time working with those from outside 

the marketing function. It is essential that senior 

marketing leaders can collaborate to join the dots 

between the organisation’s marketing function and 

wider business objectives.

Resilience also ranks high, demonstrating that it 

is a necessary personality trait to reach the upper 

echelon of an organisation's marketing function. 

The business environment that marketers must 

rely on is subject to fast-moving change, be it 

the introduction of new technologies, changing 

consumer preferences or disruption to existing 

business models.3 It is essential that marketing 

leaders can adapt to change while handling potential 

set-backs and the unpredictability of the business 

      01        02        03        

CMO Insights: How to become and be a successful CMO       11



landscape. Navigating this uncertainty and relishing 

the pressure to make decisions which ripple through 

an entire organisation make resilience vital for 

marketing leaders.

Fast growing organisations increasingly 
expect to outsource creative work

Marketing leaders in fast-growing organisations 

increasingly expect to collaborate with external 

agencies to deliver creative work. 

Nearly 40 per cent of fast-growing organisations 

expect that they will increase the amount of creative 

work outsourced to external agencies compared to 

only 24 per cent of the low growth group – allowing 

them to tap into other sources of creative expertise 

to manage the demand. This heightens the need 

for effective communication and collaboration by 

senior marketers to co-ordinate a coherent creative 

strategy between in-house and external teams.

FIGURE 5: Question: How do you think the proportion of creative work outsourced by your organisation to external advertising agencies will   
  change in the next two years?

Source: Deloitte analysis, 2023

Note: High growth organisations are those which reported that revenue has increased over the last twelve months. Low growth organisations are those which reported that revenue has remained 
static or decreased over the last twelve months.

N (CMO + SME) = 69*, N (Low Growth) = 25, N (High Growth) = 44 *N (Don’t Know) = 3 Respondents excluded

Decrease significantly Decrease somewhat Remain unchanged Increase somewhat Increase significantly

High growth

16% 24% 36%

7%32%36%16%9%

24%

Low growth
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In summary

The message is clear: the role of the senior marketer 

extends to all corners of the organisation and well 

beyond. To develop and perform well as a CMO, 

marketers should consider the recommendations 

noted below.

Key recommendations:

• Network and make connections outside 
your function. CMOs spend only 30 per 

cent of their time with other marketers. To 

be an effective CMO, you must build your 

network outside your own function, connecting 

the marketing function with wider business 

objectives.

• Develop your soft skills. Soft skills, like 

communication, collaboration and leadership, 

are more important than technical expertise 

when it comes to the top roles in marketing. 

These are the skills that organisations are 

increasingly seeking - be sure you understand 

how to demonstrate them.

• Be resilient. The path to CMO is not 

straightforward. CMOs come from a wide 

range of backgrounds and face a huge variety 

of potential challenges on the road to achieving 

their position at the apex of their organisation's 

marketing effort. To be an effective CMO, 

you must relish these challenges and be 

comfortable making difficult decisions under 

pressure.
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1. The makings of a more confident CMO, Deloitte Insights, 2019. 

2. The C-Suite Skills That Matter Most, Harvard Business Review, 2022.

3. Striving for success: The path to becoming a CMO, Deloitte, 2023.

Endnotes
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Trend 2
The evolving role of marketing leaders
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From navigating digital transformation to changing ESG policies or the 
increasing impact of generative AI, marketing leaders need to be able to 
respond quickly and dynamically. Understanding the most pressing issues 
for CMOs provides invaluable insight into what is important today and what 
will be critical tomorrow.

The nature of the CMO has been evolving in 

response to a series of major challenges over the 

past five years. Radical advances in technology, 

changing consumer preferences and a global 

pandemic are just a few of the many challenges 

marketing leaders have faced. From navigating 

digital transformation to a changing political 

backdrop, marketing leaders find themselves 

beholden to the fast-evolving business landscape. 

Not only do marketing leaders play a vital role in 

leadership within their organisations, with 70 per 

cent leading digital transformation in the majority of 

companies,1 but they are also the voice of the brand 

and need to demonstrate the impact of marketing 

Source: Deloitte analysis, 2023

Note: The rank frequency was determined by summing the total ranks for each option. Higher frequencies indicate higher ranking.

N (CMO + SME) = 72

Different working patterns, for example
remote or flexible working

The role has become more data-driven,
with a focus on analytics

Changing regulations

The use of AI within the role

Increasing focus on digital marketing

Increased pressure to show return on
investment on marketing spend

Increasing focus on sustainability

80706050403020100
Rank frequency

FIGURE 1: Question: What do you think have been the biggest changes to your role over the past five years? (Rank top 3 with 1 being the biggest change)

on financial outcomes. It is hardly surprising then 

that marketing roles are undergoing enormous 

change particularly as organisations are still feeling 

the impact of the pandemic.
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Different working patterns and changing regulations 

are two of the top three biggest changes to the role 

of the senior marketing leader in the last five years. 

COVID was a catalyst for the adoption of new working 

patterns – in particular, hybrid and remote working2 

– and it seems that in this post-pandemic world 

such patterns are continuing to influence senior 

marketing leaders. A change in working patterns will 

likely have impacted how marketing leaders manage 

their teams and colleagues. While marketing leaders 

may have previously had a greater level of in-person 

visibility for their teams, changes in patterns of 

working mean that marketing leaders must be 

able to support their teams without regular face-

to-face meetings. Communication is the second 

most important skill for senior marketing leaders,3 

and changes to working patterns over the last five 

years has, in many instances, moved much of that 

communication from the physical into the virtual 

world.

Changing regulations have featured prominently in 

the minds of marketing leaders in the UK over the 

last five years. This is likely due to the introduction 

in 2018 of the General Data Protection Regulation, a 

framework that requires all organisations to create 

and follow robust processes to protect personal 

data. The importance of data protection has been 

reflected in the fact that senior marketers ranked 

becoming more data-driven as the second biggest 

change to their role. The importance of data is 

likely set to continue as organisations grapple with 

how to position themselves for success in a new, 

increasingly AI driven age where new digital channels 

are fostering greater customer personalisation and 

brand engagement.4

One unexpected outlier in the evolution of the role of 

senior marketing leader has been the apparent lack 

of change that the focus on sustainability has had on 

their role. Indeed, an increased focus on sustainability 

ranks lowest of all the changes to the role of senior 

marketers over the past five years. Despite the global 
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push towards environmental consciousness and 

the business benefits to be reaped from a focus on 

sustainability, this doesn't seem to have resulted in a 

marked change in the role of marketing leaders.5

Sustainability and generative AI define 
the focus for senior marketing leaders

The perception of how marketing leaders think their 

role will change over the next two years contrasts 

sharply with how their role has changed previously. 

It underscores the fast-moving nature of these 

roles and the need for adaptability. Regulations, 

previously a key determinant of change to senior 

marketers’ roles, is ranked last in how they perceive 

their role will change over the next two years.

When asked what they thought were driving these 

changes, free text responses from CMOs pointed 

to the technological changes and integration of AI 

across the whole business, the pressure to digitally 

transform to meet changing customer expectations 

and a need for more personalisation. SMEs tended 

Source: Deloitte analysis, 2023

Note: The rank frequency was determined by summing the total ranks for each option. Higher frequencies indicate higher ranking.

N (CMO + SME) = 72

There will be a greater need to prioritise sustainability and
social responsibility in marketing and brand strategies

There will be greater focus on incorporating
AI into marketing

The role will become more data-driven, with a focus
on analytics

The role will play a larger part in digital transformation
and technology adoption

There will be increased pressure to demonstrate
marketing’s impact on revenue

There will be greater emphasis on personalisation

The role will change because of new legislation
or regulations

908070 6050403020100
Rank frequency

FIGURE 2: Question: How do you perceive your role will change in the next two years? (Rank top 3 with 1 being the biggest change)

to focus more on the overall economic conditions 

and increasing pressure on budgets to deliver along 

with a focus on profitability and the need to optimise 

resources. SMEs also said their changing role was a 

result of becoming more data and analytics led and 

adopting new technology. CMOs should declare 

their priorities to SMEs so objectives are shared and 

impact is more achievable.
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Remarkably, sustainability and social responsibility 

in marketing and brand strategies is predicted to 

be the biggest change to the role over the next 

two years – more so by CMOs who rated it as their 

highest priority compared with SMEs who rated it 

fifth. Growing awareness and urgency surrounding 

sustainability, coupled with an increasing business 

case, may have helped to propel it to front of mind 

for marketing leaders. Over the next two years, 

senior marketers will be expected to deal with an 

increasing need to communicate exactly how their 

organisations are addressing a myriad of social 

problems which influence wider society. As the 

brand architect of their organisation, CMOs have a 

unique opportunity to help set a strategic direction 

by creating a truly purpose-driven organisation 

where the brand and its commitment are connected 

to its customers, employees and communities.6

Greater focus on incorporating AI into marketing 

and the role becoming more data-driven are the 

other two biggest changes leaders are expecting. 

Given the attention garnered by generative AI 

over the course of 2023, it is not surprising that 

leaders have ranked them so high. The notion that 

generative AI will bring substantive change to the 

role of the senior marketer and their organisations is 

widely held: 87 per cent of senior marketing leaders 

believe that generative AI provides opportunities 

for their role. 

Marketing leaders are confident 
that generative AI presents a real 
opportunity, but how ready are they? 

So where do the benefits of generative AI fit in to 

the role of marketing leaders? Both CMOs and SMEs 

rank content creation as presenting the greatest 

opportunity. For many, generative AI is viewed as a 

Source: Deloitte analysis, 2023

Senior Marketing Executives CMOs N (CMO) = 38, N (SME) = 34

66%71%Content creation

Improving customer experience

Improving operational efficiency

Developing insights

Market segmentation

Unsure

I don’t believe it presents an opportunity

Other

53% 61%

35% 45%

8%6%

9% 0%

6% 5%

32%29%

65% 53%

FIGURE 3: Question: What do you see as the biggest opportunity of generative AI for your role?
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tool with immense possibility to streamline content 

creation processes enabling marketers to create 

social media updates, draft blog posts, write product 

descriptions, create compelling advertising copy 

and images – all on demand while saving time and 

resources. The ability to designate copy-writing and 

other tasks to generative AI also has the potential to 

improve operational efficiency. 

While 89 per cent of marketing leaders believe that 

generative AI provides an opportunity for their 

role, only 21 per cent feel that their organisation 

is very or extremely ready to use it. At the other 

end of the spectrum, 21 per cent feel they are not 

at all ready and that their organisation has not yet 

thought about the benefits of generative AI. This 

stark contrast in the readiness of organisations 

to embrace generative AI is striking. Organisations 

with more than £1 billion in revenue are 26 per cent 

more likely to report a moderate or above level of 

readiness to adopt, compared to organisations with 

less than £1 billion in revenue. Those organisations 

that are yet to even evaluate its potential use cases 

could be in danger of being simply spectators during 

a paradigm shift. More than 90 per cent of global 

marketing leaders report they began using AI for 

marketing use cases in the last year, with content 

personalisation and content creation the most 

common uses.8

Source: Deloitte analysis, 2023

N (CMO + SME) = 72

FIGURE 4: Question: How ready are you to take advantage of AI within marketing in your organisation?

33%

Moderately ready
(we have started 

prioritising use cases)

14%

Very ready
(we are already using 
it in multiple pilots)

7%

Extremely ready
(we already use it intensively 

and are scaling further)

25%

Slightly ready
(we are evaluating it)

21%

Not at all ready
(we haven't thought 

about GenAI yet)
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Part of the reason organisations have failed to yet 

adopt generative AI may be reflected in the concerns 

marketing leaders have about the implications of 

generative AI for their role. Around 50 per cent of 

respondents view data and privacy concerns as a 

potential negative consequence for their role, along 

with brand authenticity concerns (42 per cent) and 

creativity suppression (39 per cent). 

As use cases for marketers become increasingly well 

established, those slow to act are in danger of being 

left behind. The resounding message from our survey 

is that marketing leaders need to be adaptable to new 

technologies – and be aware of how these technologies 

can make them and their teams more effective.

In summary

The CMO role is evolving in response to the needs 

of organisations and their workforce particularly 

around changing patterns of working. However, more 

needs to be done to prepare for the opportunities 

AI presents. As organisations become more data-

driven there are opportunities for SMEs and CMOs 

to embrace the benefits of generative AI and begin 

to use it for content creation, improving operational 

effectiveness and personalising the customer 

experience. Marketing leaders need to prioritise more 

sustainable and socially responsible marketing, as the 

role has not changed at the pace that is needed – yet.

Key recommendations:

• Be an effective communicator. Focus 

on strong communication skills particularly if 

working remotely or using a hybrid model to 

build strong relationships to support your team. 

Seek out opportunities that changing work 

patterns can provide. Less face-to-face contact 

with teams must inspire leaders to find new ways 

to co-ordinate their marketing strategy.

• Be data-driven. Senior marketing leaders 

report that their role has become more data-

driven and predict that this trend will continue. 

Embrace data and analytics to make your decision 

making better. Digital transformation is essential 

for leading your organisation into the future.

• Adapt to new technology. Take advantage 

of generative AI and begin exploring generative 

AI use cases if you are not already doing this. 

Generative AI offers advantages for content 

creation, operational efficiency and personalising 

customer experience. Those who are slow to act 

are in danger of being left behind.

• Prioritise sustainability. It is not enough 

simply to say it is a priority, action is needed to 

incorporate sustainability into your strategy and 

communicate how your brand is addressing ESG 

issues.
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Trend 3
Striving for success: The path 
to becoming a CMO



Making the right connections 

While there are many challenges that can impact 

career progression, our research reveals that 

both  CMOs and SMEs agreed on the three biggest 

challenges they experienced on the path to their 

current role: making the right connections and 

network, balancing work with other commitments 

and the lack of opportunities to develop skills 

and experience. Both groups agree making the 

right connections and networks was the biggest 

Senior marketing leaders face many challenges and obstacles as they strive 
for the role of CMO. Providing unique and deep insight into the personal 
experiences of both senior marketing executives and CMOs, our research 
reveals the specific challenges encountered and provides advice for career 
development. Today’s marketing leaders need to make the right connections, 
navigate the potential pitfalls of self-doubt and develop the right skills and 
traits the role of CMO requires. Once they have achieved the position CMOs 
need to stay on top with essential behaviours and strive for a healthy work-life 
balance – often not an easy task. 

challenge. Networking is essential for more than 

just career progression, it helps in exchanging ideas, 

learning about new opportunities and stimulating 

creativity.1

Some CMOs perceived a lack of a marketing 

qualification was a challenge although SMEs did not 

feel this as strongly – perhaps due to the group’s 

greater uptake of such qualifications. Both groups 

felt geographic location also impacted career 

development.
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Source: Deloitte analysis, 2023

Note: The rank frequency was determined by summing the total ranks for each option. Higher frequencies indicate higher ranking.

Senior Marketing Executives CMOs N (CMO) = 38, N (SME) = 34

5864Making the right connections and networks

Balancing work with other commitments

Lack of opportunity to develop skills and experience

Lack of a formal marketing qualification

Geographic location

Other

50 57

12 35

310

2725

43 48

FIGURE 1: Question: What do you perceive as the biggest challenges you experienced on your journey to your current role? 
  (Rank top 3 with 1 being the biggest challenge)

Rank frequency

Almost half of CMOs lack a formal 
marketing qualification

Having a formal qualification in the relevant discipline 

is often touted as essential to progress in almost any 

career. Surprisingly, 46 per cent of CMOs do not have 

a formal marketing qualification, compared to 35 per 

cent of SMEs. Of those who do hold a qualification, most 

hold a bachelor’s degree in marketing (CMOs 23 per 

cent, SMEs 26 per cent), while 26 per cent of the CMOs 

with a qualification have a master’s degree. Some SMEs 

also reported holding a Chartered Institute of Marketing 

(CIM) qualification. Some SMEs also reported holding a 

Chartered Institute of Marketing (CIM) qualification. 
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Of those who do hold a marketing qualification, 

the CMOs were more likely to say it was very helpful 

to get them to their current role, with over half the 

group saying it was very or extremely helpful. Of the 

overall sample of marketing leaders who do hold a 

qualification, only 20 per cent said it was not helpful 

at all. This suggests that while having a marketing 

qualification is not critical for success, those who 

possess qualifications in marketing generally value 

them. Aspiring marketing leaders should consider 

the skills that can be developed through a specific 

qualification, and if they match the role you are aiming 

for. It is also important to consider whether having the 

qualification makes you more attractive as a candidate.2

(Excluding respondents who have answered ‘None’ when asked “Do you have a formal marketing qualification”)

Source: Deloitte analysis, 2023

Senior Marketing Executives CMOs N (CMO) = 20, N (SME) = 20

20%Not at all helpful

Slightly helpful

Moderately helpful

Very helpful

Extremely helpful

10% 25%

25% 30%

25%5%

40% 20%

FIGURE 2: Did having formal marketing qualification(s) help you get to your current role? 

      01        02        03        

CMO Insights: How to become and be a successful CMO       26



Lack of confidence undermining career 
progression of marketing leaders

When asked what they were most apprehensive 

about before starting their current role, both CMOs 

and SMEs shared similar anxieties doubting their 

ability and whether they had the skills to do the job. 

Both CMOs and SMEs shared fears about their ability, 

with several across both groups saying they were 

apprehensive they “would be good enough”. Figure 

3 displays a summary of free text comments for the 

first theme made in response to the question, “Before 

starting your role, what were you most apprehensive 

about?”. 

Additionally, several respondents mentioned imposter 

syndrome. Imposter syndrome refers to the feeling of 

being a fraud at your job and not worthy even when 

you have the skills and experience. Imposter syndrome 

is common, with about 70 per cent of professionals 

experiencing it during their career.3 Working remotely 

has negatively impacted those who experience 

imposter syndrome, as there is less opportunity to 

get reassurance and interact with peers.4 According 

Source: Deloitte analysis, 2023

FIGURE 3: Apprehensive about being good enough

CMOs

“If I would be good enough 
to take on this role, based 
on my humble background”

“Imposter syndrome, 
colleagues and their ways 
of working”

“Not letting anyone down. I 
wanted to be good at the 
job from the outset”

“If I would be able to cope with 
the workload and be good 
enough to lead a large team”

“Failing at becoming the best I could be within 
the company and working with a data and 
analytics system that I was unfamiliar with”

“How and whether I will 
be able to cope with the 
expectations placed on me” 

“Ability to support such a 
large and complex business. 
Being out of my depth”

“Completely new area for me, focused on 
one of our biggest strategic challenges, 
was apprehensive whether I could do it”

“Not letting people down”

“Being good enough for a 
brand like xxx who have 
such heritage”

“Everything”

“Responsibility and if I am honest a bit of imposter 
syndrome. I had moments where I doubted myself and 
wondered whether I was ready for this kind of role”

SMEs
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to one SME, “Responsibility and if I am honest a bit of 

imposter syndrome. I had moments where I doubted 

myself and wondered whether I was ready for this 

kind of role”. Many mentioned concerns about being 

able to withstand the pressure, with one SME sharing 

“How and whether I will be able to cope with the 

expectations placed on me”. This aligns with other 

Deloitte research that found CMOs are the least likely 

member of the C-suite to perceive themselves as 

high-performers, which suggests a lack of confidence 

and recognition of the vital importance of the role.5

The second concern was around doubting having 

the ability to do the role, with both CMOs and SMEs 

sharing fears about the “Speed of decision making” 

and “Being able to meet high productivity standards”. 

There were also concerns around the organisation, 

with one CMO sharing their apprehension before 

becoming CMO about “Working in a big organisation 

rather than an agency and understanding the 

breadth of marketing in a big organisation”. Additional 

comments are summarised in Figure 4.
Source: Deloitte analysis, 2023

FIGURE 4: Concerns about being able to do the role 

“Knowing whether I could carry 
out the job effectively and 
achieve the necessary goals”

“Speed of decision-making”

“Being able to meet high 
productivity standards”

“Working in a big organisation 
rather than an agency and 
understanding the breadth or 
marketing in a big organisation”

“The appetite for content, with limited regard 
for the impact it has. Making marketing 
relevant and compelling for our target clients, 
moving away from lead generation and ‘noise’”

“Ability to support such a 
large and complex business. 
Being out of my depth” 

“A new sector and a new 
set of consumer needs”

“Understanding the 
industry at large”

“Coming back to work after 
maternity leave”

“Leadership of a big, 
international team”

“Moving from a focused role 
to a broader role”

“Adapting to new culture” “Growth opportunities 
and budget constraints”

“Finance constraints. We often run on a tight 
budget and with a lot of our supplies increasing 
their prices we have even further budgeting issues”

CMOs SMEs
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Senior marketing leaders stress that 
networks are key to career progression

When asked to look back and consider what advice 

they would have given themselves prior to being 

promoted to their current position to help develop 

their career, there was a notable difference between 

the two groups. CMOs tended to focus on having 

more confidence and dreaming big where SMEs 

spoke more about building the right networks 

and developing more technical skills and product 

knowledge.

Three key themes appeared in the free text responses. 

The first theme was around building relationships 

and networks. While a few CMOs identified the 

importance of building strong relationships with 

peers and the importance of communication, the 

SMEs noted this advice much more frequently. More 

SMEs than CMOs mentioned the need to network 

more. For example, comments from SMEs included 

“Build strong relationships with all senior team. 

Communicate progress regularly and openly, and 

make marketing a collaborative, enterprise-wide 

effort as quickly as possible”, and “Network more 

speak to everyone and ask questions”. This suggests 

that SMEs consider networking as an important 

factor in career development at this stage which can 

lead to new opportunities. Additionally, CMOs can 

achieve greater influence in their organisations if 

they collaborate more and find ways to connect with 

customers, partners and colleagues.

The second theme was about trusting yourself and 

believing in your abilities. Both CMOs and SMEs 

shared similar comments with several indicating that  

they would have told their younger selves to be more 

confident and assertive. Several respondents said to 

believe in yourself and a few said, “Don't be afraid 

to dream”. Other comments that summed up the 

overall advice were “Take the leap, trust your abilities 

... you don't need to have all the answers” and “You 

are capable of more than you think, if you jump in 

you will swim”. Indeed, one particular CMO said their 

advice would be to “Be confident on the outside 

even if you’re not inside!” Others were philosophical: 

“Follow your heart. Inner happiness is always more 

rewarding than status”.
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The third theme was about developing your skills and 

career and offered specific suggestions. Here the two 

groups differed with SMEs focusing on developing 

product knowledge and technical skills, while the 

CMOs tended to make more general suggestions. For 

example, one CMO suggested, “Keep learning and 

opening up your eyes to new ideas rather than have 

a focus already”. Other CMOs suggested learning 

from everyone, being adaptable and resilient, and 

“Educate yourself as much as possible before the 

transition”. SMEs made suggestions such as “Work 

industry/client side for a few years to get a better 

understanding of the full customer/marketing team” 

or undertake “More financial training”. One SME 

noted they would tell themselves to “Be proactive 

in search for new growth opportunities and don’t 

be afraid to be demanding from senior leadership”. 

Both groups identified the need to learn more about 

AI tools and generative AI.

Overall, these comments provide useful insights into 

what current SMEs and others striving to advance 

to a higher role consider to be important and 

what advice CMOs would have given themselves. 

Behaviours and activities to stay on top

Once achieving their current role, both CMOs and 

SMEs keep up to date on the latest marketing trends 

by engaging with the same types of content. 

Source: Deloitte analysis, 2023

Senior Marketing Executives CMOs N (CMO) = 38, N (SME) = 34

9% 15%Market research report

Industry publications 13% 12%

Online news and blogs 10% 12%

Social media 12% 11%

Networking events 11%8%

11%8%Customer feedback

Talking to colleagues 14% 10%

Talking to peers outside my organistaion 10% 7%

Consult with experts 8% 7%

In-house research team 5%7%

FIGURE 5: How CMOs and SMEs stay up to date on the latest marketing trends
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The most popular way both groups keep up to date 

is by reading market research reports and industry 

publications. Talking to colleagues and peers and 

social media are also important as a way to stay on 

top of current issues. The lowest ranked methods of 

keeping up to date on the latest marketing trends are 

speaking with experts or in-house research teams, 

which suggests that most CMOs and SMEs are more 

interested in fostering their own development and 

knowledge by reading research reports and industry 

publications.

The personality traits CMOs deemed most important 

are being communicative and creative while SMEs 

ranked being communicative and collaborative. 

CMOs ranked empathy and adaptability well above 

SMEs, while SMEs believe being analytical to be 

important for their role. 

FIGURE 6: Ranking of the most important personality traits for CMOs vs SMEs
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Source: Deloitte analysis, 2023

Note: The rank frequency was determined by summing the total ranks for each option. Higher frequencies indicate higher ranking.

CMOs Senior Marketing Executives N (Total) = 72, N (CMO) = 38, N (SME) = 34Total
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CMOs report higher levels of work-life 
balance than senior marketing executives

Marketing leaders also need to consider not only 

their employees' well-being but also their own. Other 

Deloitte research found that one in three employees 

and executives reported struggling with fatigue 

and poor mental health, with 89 per cent of C-suite 

respondents saying improving their well-being was a 

top priority.6

In terms of having a healthy work-life balance, there 

is a split between the two groups surveyed. While 56 

per cent of CMOs agree they have a healthy-work 

life balance, 12 per cent fewer SMEs agreed with the 

statement. There are two possible reasons for this. 

First, it could be that as they try to chart a path to 

the C-suite, SMEs work longer hours in their role than 

CMOs. Second, CMOs could have a lower threshold 

of what constitutes a healthy work-life balance.

Our research also examined if years of experience 

had any impact on work-life balance. It seems that the 

role (CMO vs SME) is a bigger indicator of whether or 

Source: Deloitte analysis, 2023

Senior Marketing Executives CMOs N (CMO) = 38, N (SME) = 34

FIGURE 7: On a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), please rate the following statement: “I feel I have a healthy work-life balance”

24%Strongly agree

Agree 44% 32%

Neutral 26% 16%

Disagree 21% 26%

Strongly disagree 3%9%

not respondents had a healthy balance. In the study, 

respondents with both high experience (more than 

ten years) and low experience (less than ten years) 

agreed with around half the overall sample saying 

they had a healthy work-life balance. This suggests 

that those who are striving to advance are more likely 

to have a poorer work-life balance than those who 

have achieved the CMO role, regardless of years of 

marketing experience.
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In summary

Marketing leadership who have undertaken 

marketing qualifications value their qualifications but 

making the right connections and finding the right 

opportunities are also vital for career development. 

SMEs should consider the advice of CMOs to believe 

in themselves and trust their skills and experiences 

and not doubt their abilities. The journey to a CMO 

may be challenging but ultimately rewarding for 

those who achieve this pinnacle.

Key recommendations:

• Network, network, network. No matter 

what your current role is, networking and making 

the right connections provide many benefits for 

personal development and stimulate creativity 

and generate new opportunities. CMOs can 

achieve greater influence by collaborating across 

the organisation and making more connections.

• Assess if a formal qualification will help 
you. Consider the skills a formal qualification will 

provide and which qualification will help you the 

most, keeping in mind that most CMOs found 

having a formal qualification very helpful. 

• Trust in your abilities. Recognise that 

imposter syndrome and self-doubt affect many 

professionals but don’t let them hold you back 

from progressing in your career.

• Stay relevant. Make time to read market 

research and industry reports and talk to peers 

and colleagues to find out about the latest 

marketing trends and research. 
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