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Perspective is EVERYTHING! The problem is we are all living in 
our own realities, and we rarely have all the facts. Fortunately, 
the two of us have the luxury of seeing and hearing both sides of 
the spectrum as a CEO (David) and a professional staff member 
(Kayla). Together we strive to break down barriers by tackling dif-
ficult questions and sharing sometimes opposing views, usually 
over a piece of chocolate cake. There is no holding back and no 
feelings are spared, because, well, we’re family!

The following is a very real conversation addressing a few 
questions that very rarely go answered or even discussed: 

How should staff react when they are frustrated with their 
CEO or the direction the organization is moving? 
David: Most CEOs I know care very much about their staff’s 
perceptions. They want to address concerns about decisions 
made by the board and staff executives and hear of any general 
frustrations staff may have. However, all too often, we only see 
smiles when we walk around the office. When we ask for candid 
opinions during casual conversations, all-staff meetings, through 

employee opinion/engagement surveys or other means, we don’t 
typically receive much feedback. Same goes with suggestion box 
programs. 

Yet, it’s very clear in talking with you that staff at lower 
organization levels freely converse with each other about various 
issues — often sharing opinions that are rarely brought to the 
attention of the CEO, but which I, as a CEO, would want to know. 

Without knowing what staff are thinking, I can’t respond with 
more information or rationale for decisions made, explanations 
for why we can’t move in a specific direction, etc. If I knew more 
about what my staff is thinking, I might reverse course in some 
instances or make other adjustments that would benefit the asso-
ciation and its members. 

Kayla: I believe honesty is the best policy, but I also believe in 
keeping my job. I think a lot of frustration stems from the sense 
that suggestions aren’t taken seriously or that decisions aren’t 
made fast enough. In both cases, I think most people can ratio-
nalize that there are processes to adhere to, but I also think the 
people who are most likely to become frustrated are also likely to 

nless you are or have been a CEO, the role itself is relatively ambig-
uous and/or unfamiliar to staff, especially below the director level. 
CEOs often go unseen and remain a mystery to those who do not 

have direct contact. Likewise, CEOs may find themselves feeling alienated from their 
staff, not really knowing or appreciating what goes on day-by-day or how staff in the 
trenches feel about some of the decisions they have made. The reality is, there often 
exists a disconnect between the CEO and staff, which can be uncomfortable and in 
some cases, detrimental to the culture of the organization. 
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be among the most invested in the organization and engaged in 
their jobs — for the moment. 

I know some organizations have a suggestion box program, 
but if I feel the need to address an issue, I prefer to speak 
directly with my boss. That way I know someone is listening and, 
if my feelings are reciprocated, they will be elevated through the 
proper channels. Unfortunately, some of my colleagues don’t feel 
comfortable expressing concerns to their boss. Even if they do, 
there is no guarantee their concerns will make it to the CEO.

If too much time goes by and negative feelings continue to 
fester, the situation turns into lose/lose for everyone and that 
may be an indication it’s time to seek employment elsewhere. 
Life is too short to be so unhappy!

David: I get the concern about potential reprisals in sharing 
concerns to higher organizational levels, although I think most 
CEOs would demonstrate gratitude for hearing candid opinions 
from their staff. We CEOs probably need to do a better job of 
conveying expectations to all supervisors in our organizations that 
expressions of concern, appropriately expressed, by their subor-
dinates should be valued and communicated to the CEO level if 
necessary. 

If staff members don’t feel comfortable conveying concerns 
to their supervisor or directly to the CEO, my hope would be they 
can discuss them with someone else in the senior leadership 
team who they trust will alert the CEO in an appropriate way.

What can a CEO do to build trust within their  
organization? 
Kayla: I think a CEO is just as accountable to their staff as they 
are to their board, albeit in a different way. The CEO is the quar-
terback of the team, and he or she is responsible for running the 
plays. They need to have the respect of their teammates to be 
successful. I think this can be done by implementing an open-
door policy, conducting annual CEO surveys, encouraging staff 
development and enforcing a respectful and ethical work environ-
ment. 

I appreciate CEOs who make themselves accessible, and 
I respect CEOs who take time to listen to feedback from their 
staff, specifically regarding their performance as a leader. Having 
worked for various professional associations where continuing 
education is a core value for the members, I am thankful when 
that core value is extended to staff. Finally, I think this usually 
goes without saying, but I don’t believe a CEO will ever be fully 
trusted if the culture is not respectful and ethically sound. 

David:I agree that we CEOs need to value and do whatever we 
can to build trust throughout the organization. I also agree with 
all the specific suggestions you have for CEOs to personally build 
that trust. 

Unfortunately, there are situations where I simply can’t be as 
open with staff as I may like to be, which I realize can impact 
staff’s trust in me. For example, when a staff member departs 
the organization, I can’t legally, or out of concern for the depart-
ing employee’s privacy, share details about the “why”. 

There are other situations, aside from personnel issues, where 
either the board or legal counsel puts typically reasonable param-
eters around what I can communicate to staff. I hope staff at all 
levels can appreciate this reality, but I also welcome input you 
might have on how best to maintain trust in the CEO when such 
situations arise. 

Kayla: I hate to think of this as a losing battle, but in an age 
where information is easily shared and accessible, I perceive it 
naturally becomes more and more difficult to censor information 
without appearing untrustworthy. Honestly, I don’t think of this 
behavior as untrustworthy, so much as I think it means staff will 
continue to maintain “walls” and remain cautious in their own 
behavior. This is probably not a bad thing in a professional envi-
ronment. 

Rather than focusing on areas that are out of your control, 
I would spend more time finding ways to show staff that your 
intentions are good, and whenever appropriate, sharing your 
thought process on certain decisions. Focus on building respect, 
and from there I think trust will follow.

How much interaction should CEOs and staff below the 
director level have with each other and in what format? 
David: The extent of interaction will be impacted by the number 
of staff, how much time the CEO spends out of the office and 
other factors. Regardless of organization size, I think every CEO 
should make sure he or she is regularly walking around the office 
and engaging staff in casual conversations and also interacting 
creatively with employees who work remotely. Especially in larger 
organizations, I have facilitated periodic casual lunches with 
small groups of staff to get to know them better. I have always 
encouraged staff at any level to periodically stop by my office for 
a casual conversation if they haven’t seen me for awhile. Also, 
all-staff meetings are a great opportunity for staff at any level to 
engage with me and ask questions.

Kayla: I am most accustomed to cultures where interaction with 
the CEO is infrequent — but this doesn’t bother me. From my 
perspective, a “flat culture” with “hierarchical accountability” 
is the most desirable. This is my own fancy way of saying that I 
enjoy the familiarity of a team-focused, family-like culture, while 
receiving direction and being held accountable to one person 
— my boss. At my level, I certainly want to be on good terms 
with my CEO, and I appreciate when he or she will take time to 
discover something we may have in common, but when it comes 
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to my work/performance, I take more of the “no news is good 
news” stance. 

At an organizational level, I expect to be informed by my 
CEO of board initiatives, preferences and priorities, and how 
that information will be transformed into organizational direc-
tives. Typically, this information is shared during all-staff meet-
ings, but I like when this information is shared via email or a 
staff portal because I have a place to reference the information 
in writing. 

David: It’s interesting that you indicate all-staff meetings may 
not be the best venue to engage with me and ask questions. 
When I was in your shoes, that was typically the only time I saw 
the CEO and had an opportunity to hear what was going on. Do 
you think all-staff meetings are outdated?

Kayla: YES! Oh my word, YES! With today’s technology and all 
the trends going towards work/life balance with flex-time and 
remote work, I’ll go out on a limb by saying all-staff meetings 
are not only outdated, they are unnecessary. Just my humble 
opinion, but if the purpose of staff meetings is to disseminate 
information, it is more helpful to have it sent in writing. If the 
purpose is to build community, I think staff time could be better 
spent. I’m the furthest thing from anti-social, but I’m old-fash-
ioned when it comes to building relationships — I prefer them 
to develop naturally. 

I would be a lot more accepting of all-staff meetings if they 
were less frequent and if updates were more need-to-know and 
succinct.   

How will associations need to evolve to attract and retain 
talent?  

Kayla: I think everyone wants to feel that their experience and 
contributions are valued. Certainly, competitive pay and health 
benefits are a great starting point to attract and retain talent. 
That said, I think other benefits have become just as important, 
if not more so. Technology has changed the way we work and 
work/life balance continues to improve. I think the more orga-
nizations can do to encourage this shift would be appreciated, 

and ultimately beneficial. Some of the benefits I’m speaking of 
include remote work capabilities, flex-time, gym memberships, 
flexible spending accounts, etc. Assuming everyone remains 
accountable to productivity and outcomes, I think there is no 
limit to what organizations can do to attract and retain the right 
people. 

David: In my generation, it was all about the base salary and 
traditional benefits. Very few of us at lower organizational lev-
els had the opportunity for bonus/incentive compensation and 
non-traditional benefits such as remote working were unheard 
of.

Many of us “Boomer” CEOs are recognizing the changing 
expectations for work/life balance (a good thing!) and how tech-
nological advances have made remote working and other flexible 
arrangements more possible. I recently had coffee with an asso-
ciation CEO colleague who enables almost all his staff to work 
remotely as often as they wish, with many staff coming into the 
office only one day per week. 

 We’re starting to “get it”, but no doubt we lag behind other 
industries in implementing progressive human resource manage-
ment policies. All the more reason why us CEOs need to have 
more dialogues like this to better understand our staff and make 
sure we’re doing what we can to be employers of choice as the 
talent war heats up.  

David Westman can be reached at david@consultwestman.com. Kayla Westman 

can be reached at kayla.westman@sgo.org.

“Rather than focusing on areas that are out of your  
control, I would spend more time finding ways to show 
staff that your intentions are good, and whenever  
appropriate, sharing your thought process on certain  
decisions. Focus on building respect, and from there I 
think trust will follow.”

        “The future is not created. 
The future is co-created.” #ASAE17
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