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Where Innovation Meets Profit,
CEO Excellence Is What Matters Most
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CEOs are expected to be innovation leaders, anchors

of stability, and magnets for talent—all in one. And they
must deliver all of this in a world that is becoming more
unpredictable and more complex by the day. Geopoliti-
cal tensions, new regulations, and the ongoing battle for
skilled professionals are only intensifying the pressure.
What is required now is nothing less than entrepreneurial
CEO excellence. This means thinking in scenarios, driving
digital implementation, and providing clear guidance even
when under cost pressure. Those who can anticipate
change, build strong teams, and demonstrate real leader-
ship will become the true architects of the future.

Global dynamics meet CEO excellence

The global economy is entering a turbulent
phase. It feels as if no stone is being left un-
turned. Global power structures are visibly
shifting. The United States is pushing hard
to “make America great again,” while China’s
economic and technological influence contin-
ues to grow despite weak domestic demand.
At the same time, the war in Ukraine has fun-
damentally reshaped Europe’s security archi-
tecture. It has made one thing unmistakably
clear: geopolitical stability and economic pre-
dictability are deeply interconnected.

New tariffs, rising trade barriers, and the
strategic restructuring of supply chains are
driving up production costs. Companies are
being forced to reassess their global locations
and sourcing strategies. Under growing pres-
sure, they must strike a balance between effi-
ciency and resilience. At the same time, com-
petition for critical resources is intensifying,
especially in the digital space. The shortage
of qualified professionals is no longer a fu-
ture concern. It has become a very real chal-
lenge, even in Switzerland.

In today’s volatile environment, CEOs face
a dual responsibility. They must lead their
companies through a landscape filled with
uncertainty while aligning technological in-
novation, speed, and profitability. Strategic
agility, geopolitical awareness, and digital
leadership skills have never been more im-
portant. At Knight Gianella, we call this CEO
excellence.

New perspective: boards evaluate their
CEOs from the top

The Knight Gianella Board Survey introduces
a perspective that has received little attention
until now. Board members provide structured
insights into the performance of their CEOs.
This qualitative view from the top—the as-
sessment of the CEO role by the highest lead-
ership body—follows a systematic approach
and adds a valuable layer to existing research.
It expands the discussion around CEO perfor-
mance by adding a crucial dimension: CEO
excellence!

What emerges is a remarkable shift. Board
members increasingly see themselves not
only as strategic enablers but also as co-re-
sponsible for leadership quality and corpo-
rate culture. Their focus is clearly shifting to-
ward the long-term viability of the company
rather than limiting their view of the CEO role
to a retrospective assessment.

Leading with strategy and agility
while acting fast
Today’s CEOs are expected to be more strate-
gic than ever before while also demonstrating
greater agility. Boards are raising their expec-
tations significantly. They want stronger lead-
ership, clearer strategic thinking, and a deep-
er understanding of technology (see chart).
What matters most is the ability not just to
enable digital transformation but to actively
drive it. In a world where artificial intelli-
gence, cyber security, and data sovereign-
ty have become geopolitical power factors,
technology is no longer just a tool for improv-
ing efficiency. It has become a strategic asset.
At the same time, today’s volatile envi-
ronment demands clear entrepreneurial
direction. According to the latest Knight
Gianella Board Survey, the pace of change has
emerged as one of the most significant sourc-
es of pressure for CEOs. The ability to stay
focused on long-term goals while managing
short-term crises has become a defining trait
of successful leadership.

People and profit: the new CEO formula

In 2025, people are moving into sharper focus
on corporate leadership. While profitability
clearly dominated in 2024, sustainable people
management has now become a core lead-
ership priority. Attracting and retaining tal-
ent and building resilient, diverse teams are



now essential for innovation and long-term
success. The growing emphasis on People
Committees at the board level and the ex-
panding strategic role of Human Resourc-
es in executive leadership reflect this shift.
Competitiveness today comes not only from
efficiency but from strong teams that provide
direction, especially in uncertain times.

At the same time, the classic CEO dilemma
remains. Innovation and profitability must
still be balanced now in an environment
shaped by tighter regulations, geopolitical
volatility, and reduced predictability. Stra-
tegic leadership today means making clear
decisions under pressure while remaining
agile.

Executing strategy and planning is becom-
ing significantly more important, whereas
short-term operational issues like the energy
crisis are losing relevance. What is needed
are CEOs who combine vision with leadership
strength while staying credible, trustworthy,
and adaptable.

Innovation needs diversity—

now more than ever!

In the United States, a new regulation is forc-
ing many companies to scale back their di-
versity programs. This development is caus-
ing concern in Europe as well. But for Swiss
companies, the message is clear. Diversity in
leadership is not a symbolic gesture. It is a
strategic success factor. It drives innovation,
improves adaptability, and strengthens resil-
ience in uncertain times.

Swiss corporate law requires listed compa-
nies to meet clear targets: on average, 30 % fe-
male representation on boards of directors (a
goal that has already been reached) and 20 %
in executive teams by 2031. The rule follows
a “comply or explain” approach. The time
for implementation is now. CEOs must take
action by creating visible structures, invest-
ing in talent development, and actively pro-
moting diverse leadership. Diversity does not
need more debate. It needs leadership.

The Knight Gianella seminar “Empower-
ment for Women in Peer Groups” directly
supports internal programs. It is practical,
empowering, and effective: knightgianella.ch/
academy. Companies that embed diversity as
part of their strategy send a clear message.
They are taking responsibility for an econom-
ic future with social relevance.
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Conclusion: CEOs as shapers of the

future in a fragmented world

Today’s CEOs operate in an environment that is less pre-
dictable and more closely scrutinized than ever before.
They must implement technological innovation, navigate
societal expectations, and take geopolitical tensions into
account. The CEO role requires more than operational
efficiency and cost control. It calls for clear values and
strategic direction, both internally and externally.

Boards are now demanding leadership with a steady
course, a reliable inner compass, and strong execution
rooted in real CEO excellence. Those who can build last-
ing bridges between profitability and purpose, stability,
and transformation, as well as efficiency and diversity, will
become true shapers of a sustainable future—for their
companies and beyond.
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Excellence in Executive Search and Board Appointments
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Since 1965, the executive search consulting
firm Knight Gianella has focused on national
and international search and evaluation of key
executive, CEO, and board positions.

Founded as a member of an American
consulting group, Knight Gianella has been an
independent boutique partnership with a
Swiss mindset since the mid-nineties. Knight
Gianella is often consulted for specific and
carefully designed succession plans or new
appointments.

The success rate over the last few years
is 98 %, and repeat business is over 70%. On
average over the last few fiscal years, partners
Sandro V. Gianella and Dr. Fabienne E. Meier
have successfully and sustainably filled around
thirty key positions at executive and board
level each year.

Knight Gianella & Partner AG
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8702 Zollikon/Zurich

Phone +41 44 421 29 29
office@knightgianella.ch
www.knightgianella.ch

Copyright © 2025 Knight Gianella & Partner AG. All rights reserved. Cover image created with Adobe Firefly.

Wi
] |’| .:

KNIGHT GIANELLA

BOD SURVEY

The study was conducted online in the third
quarter of 2024 in German by gfs-zUrich re-
search institute on behalf of Knight Gianella
in collaboration with Prof. Dr. Georg Guttmann,
Director of Board Programmes at the Executive
School of the University of St. Gallen (ES-HSG).
All respondents were informed in advance in
writing by Knight Gianella. The responses are
anonymous, and it is not possible to draw con-
clusions about individual persons or compa-
nies. Of the 202 participants, 61% hold a man-
date in listed companies, 40% in companies
with family/anchor shareholders and 11% in
state-related companies. The majority works in
at least one audit (54 %), compensation (52 %)
or nominating committee (49 %). Additionally,
35% are represented in a risk committee and
30% in a strategy committee. Due to multiple
appointments and several mandates (4.1 per
participant), the total number is higher than
the number of all participants and represents
approx. 802 BoD mandates. With a very high
response rate of 21.6 % of the 920 BoD mem-
bers surveyed and a 28 % share of women, the
study is a representative reflection of the pop-
ulation.




