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WHY CEOS GET FIRED:  
THE GROUNDBREAKING STUDY 

 
 

It's commonly thought that 
CEOs get fired (or forced to 
resign/retire under pressure) 
because of "current financial 
performance."  
 
But a groundbreaking study 
has found that’s wrong.  We 
found that 31% of CEOs get 
fired for mismanaging change, 
28% for ignoring customers, 
27% for tolerating low 
performers, 23% for denying 
reality and 22% for too much 
talk and not enough action. 
 
The 4-year study by 
Leadership IQ, one of the 
world’s top-10 leadership 
training companies, compiled 
these results after 
interviewing 1,087 board 
members from 286 public, 
private, business and 
healthcare organizations that 
fired, or otherwise forced out, 
their chief executive. 

"We get fixated on current 
financial performance," 
explains Mark Murphy, 
Founder of Leadership IQ. 
"But if that was really the 
whole story, every CEO who 
ever missed a quarterly target 
or lost money would be 
immediately dismissed. And 
we know that plenty of world-
class chief executives have 
seen their stock price dip, 
missed earnings forecasts, or 
even lost money for periods of 
time. So financial 
performance seems to be an 
inadequate explanation. 

 

Mark Murphy 
Founder of Leadership IQ 
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"A more accurate explanation 
for why they get fired," he 
added, "is that the Board of 
Directors or shareholders have 
lost confidence in their ability 
to generate sufficient financial 
returns in the future. And 
this study explains why 
Boards lose confidence." 
 
To elicit honest responses free 
from public relations spin or 
internal repercussions, 
Leadership IQ employed 
investigative journalism 
techniques and promised 
confidentiality for all 
respondents. The result is one 
of the most comprehensive 
"behind closed doors" study on 
chief executive terminations 
ever conducted. 
 
Upon completing the 1,087 
interviews, Leadership IQ 
compiled the responses and 
distilled the most common 
answers to the open-ended 
question: "So why did the chief 
executive really get fired or 
forced out?"  
 
The following are the top five 
responses with the percentage 
of respondents who gave this 
response (percentages exceed 
100% because some 
respondents gave more than 
one answer). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FACTOR #1: POOR 
CHANGE MANAGEMENT 
(31%) 
Virtually every organization we 
interviewed indicated they 
were undergoing, or had 
recently undergone, a change 
management initiative. 
However, half of board 
members said that their 
change initiative did not go 
well.  
 
Most pointed to a failure on to 
properly motivate employees 
and managers, and more 
specifically, to adequately 
sell the need to change 
course. Another group 
identified the inability of the 
chief executive to follow-
through and solidify the gains 
as the cause of failure. 
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The key to successful change 
management is getting people 
to let go of the status quo and 
reach for something bigger and 
better. If you ask top 
executives, this should be 
pretty easy because right now 
only 37% of them say that 
people generally like to remain 
in the status quo.  
 
CEOs have a fairly rosy view of 
the extent to which people will 
leave their existing condition 
and embrace change. 
Unfortunately, when we ask 
frontline employees, they see 
things differently, with 45% 
saying that people generally 
like to remain in the status 
quo. 
 
 
 

More than 10,000 people have 
taken Leadership IQ’s test 
“What’s Your Style of Change 
Management?” One of the 
questions asked respondents 
to choose between two 
statements: 
 

• People generally like to 
remain in the status 
quo. 

• People generally want to 
reach for something 
bigger and better. 

 
When the results were broken 
out by current position, here’s 
what was found: 
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One of the first things you 
probably notice is that folks on 
the frontlines (i.e. frontline 
professionals) are much more 
evenly split between the status 
quo and reaching for 
something bigger than are top 
executives. In other words, 
CEOs are much more 
optimistic about whether 
employees want to leave 
the status quo than are the 
employees themselves. 
 
When you consider how most 
change management efforts 
work, this makes sense. 
Usually the CEO initiates a 
change, maybe with input 
from vice presidents, and then 
it goes down to directors and 
managers. Finally, almost as 
an afterthought, the frontline 
employees are asked to 
actually implement some 
changes. 
 
Given how infrequently 
employees are asked to 
participate in originating 
a change effort, it makes 
sense that they would 
evidence more pessimism 
about leaving the status 
quo than CEOs.  
 
And let’s be honest; the most 
fun part of any change 
management effort is 
developing the idea (which 
executives get to do). And the 
most arduous component is 
the implementation (which 
employees are required to do). 

I would encourage every CEO 
to tape this chart to their wall 
as a reminder of just where 
their change effort will fall 
apart. It’s not going to break 
down in the boardroom or the 
executive suite; it’s the 
frontlines where the battle for 
hearts and minds will really be 
won or lost.  
 
The data is pretty clear 
that frontline employees 
are going to be less excited 
by change than CEOs.  In 
fact, every role except 
managers is significantly less 
excited about change than the 
top executives. And yet, which 
role do executives converse 
with most frequently? Other 
executives! 
 
Top executives are the least 
populous, least customer 
facing, and least responsible 
for executing change. As you 
head down the organizational 
hierarchy, each subsequent 
level becomes more populous, 
customer facing and 
responsible for executing 
change.  
 
That simple fact suggests 
that if CEOs  are 
concerned about the 
success of their change 
management efforts, they 
should put considerably 
more time into persuading 
the people most likely to 
resist their efforts. 
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FACTOR #2: IGNORING 
CUSTOMERS (28%):  
Even with Sarbanes-Oxley, 
many board members have 
close ties with, or are 
themselves, customers of the 
organization. And they 
overwhelmingly said that if a 
CEO ignores or alienates 
customers, it not only 
undermines the business 
and revenue, but it 
significantly undermines 
board support.  
 
Board members said their test 
for whether the chief executive 
was sufficiently engaged in the 
business was the extent to 
which they evidenced intimate 
knowledge of customers, 
customer needs and 
developing trends. 
 
 

While this seems simple 
enough, a Leadership IQ study 
of more than 30,000 
employees discovered that 
most people do NOT think 
their company is really 
listening to customers.  
And that will ultimately 
reflect on the CEO. 
 
This data came from 
Leadership IQ’s employee 
engagement surveys.  So a 
critical test for CEOs will be to 
test this concept with their 
own employees.  Especially in 
a world of social media, Board 
members are likely to have 
similar perspectives to 
employees. And if Board 
members don’t feel like 
the CEO is listening to 
customers, it can 
negatively affect the CEO’s 
career success. 
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FACTOR #3: 
TOLERATING LOW 
PERFORMERS (27%):  
Board members shared that 
when CEOs allowed an 
obvious low performer to 
linger (without any 
improvement or 
discipline), it destroyed 
their credibility and made 
it politically difficult for 
them to hold others 
accountable.  
 
Board members also 
complained of them becoming 
too emotionally attached to a 
low performer(s) whether from 
loyalty, fear of being seen as 
too harsh, or unrealistic 
optimism.  
 
Significantly, Board members 
also suspected that, in 
numerous cases, they covered 

for poor performers out of fear 
that they might divulge 
embarrassing or indicting 
information. 
 
Overall, when a CEO doesn’t 
hold their low performers 
accountable, other managers 
won’t hold frontline employees 
accountable.   
 
As you can see in another 
Leadership IQ study, most 
employees feel like their 
leaders are NOT holding 
low performers 
accountable.   
 
And when leaders tolerate low 
performers, CEOs get fired and 
the organization’s performance 
suffers. 
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FACTOR #4: DENYING 
REALITY (23%):  
Board members overwhelming 
said they could handle bad 
news and significant course 
corrections. What they 
couldn't handle was a CEO 
who was in denial and 
wouldn't recognize the bad 
news.  
 
Many board members felt that 
they were closer to the market 
and customers than the ousted 
exec, and a significant 
percentage said they was far 
too insulated from frontline 
realities.  
 
Board members also said 
they would rather have 
bad news and a plan to fix 
it, than they would no 
news or sugarcoated 
news. 

Unfortunately, many leaders 
are not performing well when 
it comes to acknowledging 
reality and sharing bad news. 
 
In a Leadership IQ study of 
27,000 people, we discovered 
that most employees do NOT 
believe their company openly 
shares the challenges facing it. 
 
Ironically, CEOs who 
share bad news have 
better reputations than 
those who don’t. 
 
If an employee believes their 
company openly shares the 
challenges facing it, they’re 
about 10 times more likely to 
recommend it as a great 
employer. 
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FACTOR #5: TOO MUCH 
TALK, NOT ENOUGH 
ACTION (22%):  
We heard many comments 
about CEOs talking the talk, 
but being unable to walk the 
walk. Numerous board 
members complained that they 
could talk endlessly about 
grand visions and new 
strategies, but would both 
neglect a tactical plan for the 
"who, what, when and where," 
as well as evidence of its 
implementation. One board 
member commented that their 
former chief exec "gives good 
meetings," but little else. 
 
"Here's the message," explains 
Murphy. "If the board has 
confidence that you 
understand customers and the 
market, can lead a change 
management initiative and 
take action, even if that means 
some tough choices, you will 
keep your job. 

The board members in our 
study understand that stock 
price, revenue, and profit are 
not going to grow 
exponentially every quarter. 
However, they do need 
confidence that the CEO is 
going to take the actions 
necessary (e.g. change 
management or tackling low 
performers) to achieve growth 
over time.  
 
The top five issues 
identified in this study 
help explain why they fail 
and the actions necessary 
to inspire Board 
confidence." 
  

To learn more about  
Leadership IQ’s leadership 
training for Executives & 
Managers, please contact: 
 
Jill Sutherland 
Director, Client Services 
jill@leadershipiq.com  
or 800-814-7859 
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Hi, I’m Mark Murphy, founder 
of Leadership IQ. 
 
And thank you for 
downloading our study on 
why CEOs get fired! 
 
Part of our mission is to 
advance the science of 
leadership, and that means 
helping CEOs, executives and 
managers become even more 
successful! 
 
We’re here to help you with: 
 

• Leadership Training 

• eLearning for 
Leaders 

• Employee 
Engagement Surveys 

• Hiring For Attitude 

• 360 Assessments 

• CEO Coaching 

 
Just contact us at: 
 
Jill Sutherland 
Director, Client Services 
jill@leadershipiq.com  
or 800-814-7859 
 

ABOUT MARK MURPHY 
 
Mark Murphy, is the founder of 
Leadership 10, a New York Times 
bestselling author, contributor to 
FORBES & CNBC. and rated as a 
Top 30 Leadership Guru. Mark's 
reputation as Leadership training 
expert is also why he's lectured at 
The United Notions, Harvard 
Business School, Microsoft, IBM, 
MasterCard, Merck, and more. 
 
Mark has written some of the most 
practical and insightful leadership 
books ever. And his Leadership 
techniques and research have been 
featured in the Wall Street Journal, 
Harvard Business Review, Inc., 
CNBC, CBS MarketWatch, Fortune, 
Forbes, Business Week, U.S. News & 
World Report, The Washington Post, 
the Los Angeles Times and more. He 
has also appeared on ABC's 20/20, 
CBS News, Fox Business News, CNN 
and NPR. 
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› Complete your own evaluation before you read 
employee self-appraisals to avoid neurological 
biases that can skew your evaluation. 

› The biggest employee de-motivator is when the boss 
misses the great things they did that year. Ask 
employees for their Proudest Moments (will also 
help avoid the boilerplate phenomenon). 
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THE SCIENCE OF TAKING THE PAIN OUT 
OF PERFORMANCE REVIEWS 
MODULE 2 – MAKING PERFORMANCE REVIEW 
CONVERSATIONS MEANINGFUL 

 

MODEL TO S.C.O.U.T. FOR THE 
FACTS 

 

› SCOUT for the facts: Make sure the facts are… 

Specific 
Candid 
Objective 
Unemotional 
Timely  

 

› Here are a few tips to remember about facts:  
› Facts should be clear and should never include words 

like always, never, forever, impossible, and 
constantly.  

› Timely facts lead to more productive and less 
emotional conversations.  

› Facts are candid, so don’t soft-pedal the truth. We 
often tell ourselves that softening our message is for 
the good of the recipient. But we’re really doing it to 
spare ourselves the anticipated discomfort of shar 
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THE SCIENCE OF TAKING THE PAIN OUT 
OF PERFORMANCE REVIEWS 
MODULE 3 – HIGH AND MIDDLE PERFORMER 
CONVERSATIONS 

 

SCRIPT FOR HIGH AND MIDDLE 
PERFORMER CONVERSATIONS 

 

› Follow this script that encourages employee self-
awareness and turns this into an Adult-to-Adult 
conversation and a positive coaching experience: 

 

  Thanks for coming in today. I know these 
conversations can be a little awkward and 
make us want to rush through them, but 
let’s take our time and give this important 
conversation its due.  
 

  We’re here to review where you’ve been, 
make any course corrections, and then 
work together to best leverage your 
talents.  
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  Thank you for _____ (insert item from 
proudest-moments list).  
 

  Before we go further, tell me how you think 
this year went. 
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THE SCIENCE OF TAKING THE PAIN OUT 
OF PERFORMANCE REVIEWS 
MODULE 4 – LOW PERFORMER 
CONVERSATIONS 

 

SCRIPT FOR LOW PERFORMER 
CONVERSATIONS 

 

› Prepare to speak to low performers using the 
C.A.L.M. Script 

› Coolly state the facts: “We need to talk about 
your performance these past 6 months (or year, 
etc.) and frankly, the news isn’t good.” 

› Avoid blame: “Right now, on these three areas, 
X, Y and Z, your performance is not meeting 
expectations. It is unacceptably low.” 

› Look for roadblocks: “I believe you can change, 
but you have to make the choice to change. It is up 
to you.” (The roadblock is do they want to change). 

› Manage expectations: “If you’re willing to make 
the change, I am happy to work with you to put 
together a plan to elevate your performance and I 
think everything will be better. The customers will 
be happy. The team will be happy. I think you’ll be 
happier. If you choose not to do that then we’re 
going to have to explore performance review 
plans, maybe even termination (whatever the 
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organization’s process is). You can tell me your 
decision now or you can take 24 hours and let me 
know then. The choice is up to you.” 

  

The Era of Millennial Leaders
As organizational structure continues to be flattened, the role 
of present-day leaders has transformed significantly. Today, 
team leaders are not just obligated to fulfill their managerial 
responsibilities, but driven by the need to improve 
productivity, they also have to act as individual contributors 
to their teams. Having to endure this escalating pressure, the 
millennial leaders are stressed at all times. “Therefore, as a 
modern-age leadership development solution provider, one 
of our preliminary efforts has been to shun the antiquated 
leadership training methods and embrace new approaches 
that appeal to today’s leaders and workforce,” says Murphy.

All Leadership IQ’s initiatives to train great managers 
trace back to their research-focused approach. Murphy 
analogizes their client onboarding process with a doctor 
diagnosing a patient: “We like to do a thorough assessment 
of the company’s leadership roles and practices to 
investigate the core of the problem before starting the 
intervention,” says Murphy. Without clear evidence of what 
is going wrong in an organization, implementing training 
modules and hoping it works is not the wisest move. 
Moreover, the company offers a two-phased approach for 
all its leadership training programs. “First, we conduct an 
intensive in-person training in the initial stages, and then 
offer continuous bite-sized e-learning modules so that the 
leader can constantly keep honing his skills,” describes 
Murphy.

Hire for Attitude, Train for Skill
Conducting a survey of more than 5,000 hiring managers 
over a period of three years, Leadership IQ discovered 
that almost 46 percent of new hires fail within 18 months 
of joining a new job, and 89 percent of the time when 
somebody fails, it is because of attitudinal reasons—aspects 
like coachability, emotional intelligence, motivation, and 
temperament—and not for their lack of technical skills. 
“Sometimes, candidates might have wonderful skills, but 

they are a poor fit when it comes to the organization’s 
culture and values,” states Murphy. Such wrong hires lead 
to greater employee attrition and an overall unsatisfied 
workforce. So Leadership IQ trains managers to hire for 
attitude. Murphy notes: “It turns out that most managers 
are asking questions that don’t reveal a candidate’s 
attitude. Our consultation, ‘Hiring for Attitude’ focuses 
on coaching leaders to conduct better interviews and help 
them determine the most important attitudinal qualities 
of a candidate.” He further says, “The key to framing 
successful interview questions is an approach that we call, 
‘leave it hanging.’ Don’t add the little words at the end of 
an interview question that give away the right answer.”

Another significant aspect of this training module is 
guiding leaders on how to listen intently to a candidate’s 
responses and assess from the linguistic cues if the 
interviewee is a high or mediocre performer. While most 
leaders are considered excellent orators, when it comes to 
good listening, they fall short. Murphy explains that the art 
of judging a candidate’s performance level lies in carefully 
comprehending the candidate’s choice of words. “A high 
performer usually uses a lot of first-person pronouns and 
past tense verbs, whereas an average performer is more 
likely to use second- and third-person pronouns and future 
tense verbs,” he states.

Truth at Work
Leadership IQ places the notion of delivering tough 
messages as the next most imperative pillar of a leader’s 
role. More often than not, leaders are faced with a hard job 
of having to deliver feedback, share bad news, and they 
have to do it in a way that doesn’t offend the employees. 
“And that’s where our next set of training expertise lies,” 
mentions Murphy. Leadership IQ’s studies show that 
leaders are generally emotional and passionate in their 
communication approach. However, when it comes to 
delivering difficult feedbacks, Murphy notes, “the most 
effective conversations are those that are based on facts, 
with no assumptions or personal remarks. The classic 
leadership practice of sandwiching a compliment while 
sharing constructive feedback with an employee has become 
outdated.” Driven to refresh the age-old techniques, 
Leadership IQ has specially designed training program, 
“Truth at Work,” which aims to coach a manager on how to 
best communicate with their teams.

Engaged Workforce: The Mark of a True Leader
From arranging potluck luncheons to organizing annual 
events, every organization has diverse non-conventional 
methodologies to ensure a happier workforce. Although 
the tactics are not entirely futile, Murphy believes that 

The classic leadership practice 
of sandwiching a compliment 
while sharing a constructive 
feedback with an employee has 
become outdated



 
 

 
 
  

_______________________________________________________ 
Ó 2019 Leadership IQ. All Rights Reserved. 

 

THE SCIENCE OF TAKING THE PAIN OUT 
OF PERFORMANCE REVIEWS 
MODULE 4 – LOW PERFORMER 
CONVERSATIONS 

 

SCRIPT FOR WHEN LOW 
PERFORMERS DISAGREE WITH 
YOUR EVALUATION 

 

 
  

 these ‘cookie-cutter’ approaches do not appeal to all the 
employees by the same token. “Every employee is unique 
and has their own set of motivational drivers. Some of 
them covet appreciation and acceptance, and some greater 
participation in decision-making, while others just want 
more security and stability in their jobs,” says Murphy. 
Leadership IQ helps leaders comprehend the motivational 
drivers of their employees with the help of an elaborate 
employee engagement survey program. “Our survey, called 
the Hundred Percenter Index, uses scientific survey practices 
that precisely pinpoint the factors that spur engagement (and 
disengagement) among employees, and gives managers the 
exact roadmap and skills training to immediately increase 
performance,” explains Murphy.

Additionally, Leadership IQ also employs a practice 
called “shoves and tugs” conversation, wherein they train 
leaders to have a monthly (or quarterly) one-on-one 
conversation with the employees to understand the intricate 
details of what motivates or demotivates them. “A fascinating 
part of this approach is that it can lead the manager to 
explore new traits in their employees that they had no prior 
knowledge about,” remarks Murphy.

Training Great Managers Need Not Be an HR-Led 
Activity
A key aspect of learning new skills is also learning to take 
more ownership. Therefore, Leadership IQ employs a 
brilliant strategy to engage leaders through their training 
programs. Murphy explains: Imagine there are 400 managers 
in a company. Instead of training all the 400 leaders on the 
same topic, each leader is assigned an e-learning program, 
which coaches him/her on a particular skillset. Then the 
company organizes an internal leadership development 
exercise, where different managers trained in different 
skills lead the conversation and conduct group activities to 
share knowledge with the other managers. Employing this 
approach, a leadership development program no longer 
remains an HR-led effort but ties itself to the complete 
business, giving leaders an opportunity to start taking 
more ownership of their actions. Leadership IQ also offers 
dedicated programs to certify leadership trainers and provide 
those trainers with access to all its webinars and e-learning 
materials to coach a new leader.

To further substantiate the robustness of these unique 
leadership training practices, Murphy points out a success 
story of a large technology company. The tech-giant had 
approached Leadership IQ with two specific concerns: 
first, the company had high employee turnover, especially 
among their high performers, and second, it had a low 
employee engagement score. To dig deep into the root cause 
of the problems, Murphy and his team conducted a brief 

survey and used multiple regression analysis to arrive at 
a conclusion. The results showed that the employees felt 
disengaged because they could not share their work problems 
transparently with their bosses. Most often the managers 
would not even respond to the employees constructively 
and failed to encourage a healthy feedback mechanism. “We 
knew two things immediately,” says Murphy. Leadership IQ 
orchestrated intense training, helping leaders be more open 
and receptive to feedback, and then advised them to employ 
the monthly “shoves and tugs” conversation. Within three 
months, the technology company saw a 20 percent rise in 
their employee engagement, and their turnover rate dropped 
by 50 percent, which speaks volumes about Leadership IQ’s 
efficacious problem-solving capabilities.

Stepping Stones to Success
As the father of evolution, Charles Darwin, once said, “It is 
neither the strongest of the species that survives, nor the 
most intelligent. It is the one that is most adaptable to 
change.” Murphy deems the same notion as a business 
leader’s stepping stone to success. In fact, Leadership IQ 
imbues a similar ‘always learning’ mindset, thereby exploring 
new research opportunities to build more robust leadership 
training solutions. This year, the biggest step for the 
company in its path of growth has been rolling out a 
publishing arm, Leadership IQ Press, to further expand its 
modes of reaching out to aspiring leaders. Advancing into the 
future, Leadership IQ’s focus on publishing a greater number 
of books, coupled with its intent to create small training 
snippets, is poised to spearhead a momentous transformation 
in the leadership development realm. 


