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Introduction
The Chief Communications Officer role is one of the most consequential seats in the 
C-suite. It’s also one of the most varied. Scope changes dramatically from one company 
to the next, expectations are often unspoken, and the stakes don’t forgive a slow start. 
The first six months are where new CCOs either build the platform that makes the rest  
of their tenure possible or set patterns that take years to undo.
This resource exists because the best source of advice for a new CCO is someone who’s 
been there. So we asked working and former CCOs to answer one of four questions:

A Note  
from David
The first six months as CCO keep coming 

back as the moment that defines everything 

else. Handle them well, and you build a 

platform that pays off for years. Stumble  

early, and the road back is steep.

A special thanks to the CCOs who 

contributed. The gift of their wisdom is  

exactly what new CCOs need. Use what  

helps you and set aside what doesn’t. If we 

can be helpful, you know where to find us.

David Grossman
Founder and CEO, The Grossman Group

What’s the biggest 
mistake you made 
in your first 6 
months as CCO, 
and what would 
you do instead?

1

What follows is a synthesis of their answers and,  
where possible, their words. Six themes emerged.  
Read it straight through, or jump to the section you need.

If you were 
starting over 
as a new CCO 
tomorrow, what’s 
the first thing 
you’d do?

2
What’s one 
thing you did 
in your first 90 
days that paid 
off the most?

3
What’s a 
common trap 
new CCOs fall 
into early on?

4
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If you read If you read 
nothing else, nothing else, 
read this...read this...

6LESSONS

Listen wider than  
you think you need to
Senior leaders are obvious.  
The harder, more valuable work 
is hearing from middle managers, 
product experts, frontline staff, 
and the informal influencers whose 
opinions move organizations.

2

Move on talent
But assess capability and capacity 
first. Waiting too long on personnel 
decisions shows up over and over 
as a key regret. Reorganizing before 
you have the data shows up as the 
trap. Both are avoidable if you do 
the necessary work to understand 
your reality.

3

Start with the business,  
not communications
You’re a business leader with 
communications expertise. Not the 
other way around. The CFO is your 
first lunch, not your last.

1
Watch for  
hidden traps
Four main traps surfaced: defining 
the role too narrowly, ignoring the 
culture, rushing past relationships, 
and bringing in biases about what 
you’re “supposed to” find.

5

Make your  
first move count 
The pressure to demonstrate value 
early is real. So is the cost of a 
wrong move that locks you in. Be 
methodical and quick. Be on target.

4

Translate communications 
into business outcomes
If your dashboard speaks a 
language your CFO and CEO  
don’t, you’ll spend the next year  
on defense.

6
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In my first role as a CCO, I moved to both a 
new company and industry. When I arrived, 
I scheduled a series of balance sheet 
review meetings with the CFO, tailored 
to digging into the underlying drivers of 
the business. We reviewed revenues and 
expense loads, the impact of seasonality 
on the business, how major customer 
contracting drives operating income, and 
the most important factors which lead to 
sustainable competitive advantage. Those 
sessions were transformative in my ability 
to understand the business and were 
influential to quickly building a relationship 
with a key executive team partner.

B r e t t  L u d w i g
Chief Marketing Communications Officer,  
Lehigh University

If starting a new CCO 
position, I would:  
1) assess the external 
communication drivers 
most closely correlated 
with our company’s market 
capitalization, focusing on 
gaps and opportunities; 
and 2) through a systemic 
set of interviews with 
senior leadership, 
define a consolidated, 
comprehensive corporate 
narrative and outreach 
plans for key stakeholders.

R a y  J o r d a n
Former CCO, J&J, Amgen, Moderna;  
current Investor/Advisor

The first priority for any new CCO 
today is to map the organization’s 
holistic risk and opportunity landscape, 
reputational, cultural, geopolitical, 
technological, and leadership-related, 
to understand where trust is most 
vulnerable. With the speed at which 
advanced technologies now amplify 
narratives, enable misinformation, and 
reshape stakeholder expectations, 
scenario-based planning becomes 
essential to embedding communications 
into enterprise decision-making and 
helping leaders navigate a world where 
a brand can be redefined in minutes.

M a c  W o r s h a m
Former CCO, Senior Corporate Communications 
Executive, Strategic Advisor, Board Member

The  
Business  
Deep  
Dive

1 You can’t You can’t 
be a great be a great 
communications communications 
leader without leader without 
first being a first being a 
business leader.business leader.

That means understanding the 
financials, the growth strategy, 
the competitive dynamics, 
and what specifically drives 
market capitalization in your 
industry…before you start 
opining on narrative.

It’s also the fastest way to earn 
credibility with the executives 
whose support you’ll most 
need. The CFO conversation 
came up more often than any 
other early relationship move.

•	 Schedule recurring balance-sheet review sessions with your CFO in the first 60 days.
•	 Identify the 3 to 5 external communications drivers most correlated with market 	
cap or business outcomes.

•	 Run a narrative audit. How does Investor Relations talk about the company? 
Government Affairs? The CEO? Find the disconnects.

•	 Map the holistic risk landscape: reputational, cultural, geopolitical, technological.
•	 Anchor everything you build to where the business is going, not where it has been.

•	 Treating financial fluency 	
as someone else’s job.

•	 Building a communications 
strategy before you 
understand what creates 
value in the business.

•	 Letting fragmented narratives 
across functions persist.

The CCO is 
a business 
leader who 
happens to lead 
communications. 
Not the other 
way around.

TRY THIS

AVOID THIS

M a j o r  t h e m e  a c r o s s 
a l l  c o n t r i b u t o r s
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What helped me the most is that 
I began preparing for my job well 
before my start date. This included 
conducting 20+ internal and 
external stakeholder interviews, 
studying not just internal plans and 
strategy decks but any competitor 
materials that I could get my hands 
on, poring over industry research 
and white papers, and beginning 
to shape a 100-day plan and 
not sharing it until I had time to 
experience the job and incorporate 
my early learnings. I was able to hit 
the ground running, and it made all 
the difference.

J o e  C o h e n
Chief Marketing and  
Communications Officer, AXIS

I would expand my listening 
tour deeper and wider. It’s 
not enough to just meet with 
the most senior leaders, 
Operating Committee, 
Board, etc. The second level 
of management, the product 
experts, the ‘influencers’ in 
the business who don’t carry 
big titles, select clients…
these are all powerful 
input points to learn from 
and shape a strategy 
to help build a proper 
communications strategy.

G e r r y  T s c h o p p
Global Head of External 
Communications and Chief 
Communications Officer,  
Experian North America

The first thing I’d 
do if starting over 
as a CCO tomorrow 
would be to have 
coffee or lunch 
with five executive 
colleagues and five 
junior colleagues 
and ask them each: 
What’s one thing 
you love about 
working here, and 
one thing you’d 
change if you 
could?

R o d r i g o  S i e r r a
President,  
The Sierra Group

The 
Stakeholder 
Map

2 Many of the Many of the 
CCOs we heard CCOs we heard 
from kept from kept 
coming back coming back 
to one thing. to one thing. 
Listen. Not just Listen. Not just 
to the people to the people 
you’d expect.you’d expect.

Yes, the CEO. Yes, the 
operating committee. But 
also the second tier of 
management, the product 
experts, and the informal 
influencers whose names 
don’t show up on org charts. 
And - external listening, too. 
Select customers. Other 
sitting CCOs whose hard-
won lessons you can apply 
right away.

The listening tour is 
foundational. It’s the single 
biggest factor of whether 
your eventual strategy lands 
or stalls. New CCOs who skip 
listening pay for it for years. Influence is not always  

obvious and out in the open.
M a d e l i n e  C h a d w i c k

Listen with more 
curiosity and with 
less assessment. 
Too often, 
those of us in 
communications 
are wired to 
diagnose and 
treat a situation. 
Curiosity helps us 
learn better truths 
and discover new 
insights that will 
enable us to be 
more successful.

K a t h y  B e i s e r
Chief Communications 
Officer, hims & hers
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I would be as 
intentional about 
external networking  
as internal onboarding. 
Building relationships 
with experienced 
CCOs to gain practical 
insights I can apply 
immediately, while 
grounding myself in the 
business and culture 
from the inside out.

E r i n  G a r d i n e r
VP, Communications,  
Lamb Weston

If I were starting over as  
a new CCO tomorrow, the  
first thing I would do is  
listen. To customers, partners, 
executive peers, employees, 
members of my team, 
analysts, media. And I would 
resist the urge to act without 
the grounding and context 
gained by gathering feedback 
from those important 
stakeholder audiences.

K a t h e r i n e  D u c k e r
VP, Global Communications,  
Hewlett Packard Enterprise (HPE)

Understand and map the 
stakeholder landscape. Who do 
I need to set the right tone with 
out of the gate? With whom 
do I need to build credibility 
and gain trust? Also, where 
do the centers of influence lie 
(who influences whom)? The 
last one is something I wish 
I’d prioritized in previous jobs. 
Influence is not always obvious 
and out in the open.

M a d e l i n e  C h a d w i c k
C-Suite Communications Leader

Assuming I’d be starting at a new 
organization, I’d do extensive research 
on it. Know and understand its strengths 
and vulnerabilities. I’d then schedule a 
one-on-one meeting with the CEO to 
learn what his/her vision is for the CCO 
in the organization, ask what has gone 
very well in the past with the CCO and 
the results that professionals produced, 
and what are the things that keep you 
up at night because they just aren’t 
addressed most effectively.

J a n e l l e  A s m u s ,  A P R
Chief Communications Officer,  
27J Schools

The 
Stakeholder 
Map

2 CONTINUED...

•	 Schedule 20+ structured listening conversations. Start before your 
official Day 1 if you can.

•	 Include the second tier of management, product experts, and the 
influencers without big titles.

•	 Map who influences whom, not just who reports to whom.
•	 Build a parallel external network of sitting and former CCOs you can call.
•	 Ask your CEO directly: what keeps you up at night that your prior CCO 
didn’t address?

•	 Listening only to your direct 
reports and the executive team.

•	 Sharing your 100-day plan 
before you’ve earned the right 
to have one.

•	 Confusing org-chart authority 
with actual influence.

TRY THIS

AVOID THIS
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Listen with more curiosity Listen with more curiosity 
and with less assessment.and with less assessment.

K a t h y  B e i s e r
Chief Communications Officer, hims & hers

of employees in the 
corporate sector have 
reported feeling unable 
to raise an important 
issue. Leaders who don’t 
listen create a culture of 
organizational silence.1

1Dankoski, M. E., Bickel, J., & Gusic, M. E., “Discussing the Undiscussable with the 
Powerful: Why and How Faculty Must Learn to Counteract Organizational Silence,” 
Academic Medicine, 89(12), 1610-1613, 2014.

85%
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If I were starting over in a new CCO role tomorrow, the first thing I would do is 
fully assess the capability and capacity of the team I was leading. Assessing 
capability would include a detailed look at skills and experiences, past 
performance reviews, conversations with internal stakeholders, and ‘get to know 
you’ coffees with every member of the team, not just direct reports. Importantly, 
during the coffees, I would endeavor to get to know each team member as a 
whole person, both work and life, and discuss everything from what they love/
hate about their role to ‘what they want to do when they grow up.’

To assess capacity, I would ask each person to detail their ongoing tasks, 
stakeholder support efforts, and big projects, including the percent of time they 
are spending in each bucket and what they enjoy most. I would also ask about 
pain points and process improvements they recommend.

As a CCO, everything – strategizing, writing, pitching, collaborating – is 
accomplished through people. Having a good understanding of your team’s 
capability and capacity is critically important to your ability to deliver on the 
key strategic priorities in your role. P.S. I recommend a similar, but different 
capability and capacity assessment be done with agency partners if they exist.

V a l e r i e  B a r k e r  W a l l e r
Brand Builder, Communications Counselor, Marketing Strategist

My biggest mistake was 
waiting too long to realign 
the team for where the 
business was going, not 
where it had been. An earlier 
reorganization would have 
accelerated impact and 
clarity. I would have been 
more ruthless earlier about 
prioritization, doing a start/
stop/continue exercise right 
off the bat, and focusing 
the team on the work that 
truly mattered. Prioritization, 
not bandwidth, was the real 
constraint.

J u d y  R a d e r
SVP, Corporate Affairs, and 
Chief Communications Officer, 
Constellation

Team 
Capability  
& Capacity

3 Many of the Many of the 
contributors contributors 
who reflected who reflected 
on mistakes on mistakes 
pointed the pointed the 
same way: same way: 
they waited they waited 
too long to act too long to act 
on the team.on the team.

Time spent with a misaligned 
team is time you can’t deploy 
on the work that matters.

A team assessment should 
cover two dimensions, not 
one. Capability covers 
skills, fit, and structure, and 
that’s where most new CCOs 
focus. Capacity is the other 
dimension: where their time 
actually goes, and what they 
enjoy. This is often where 
prioritization problems hide.

Prioritization, not  
bandwidth, was the real constraint.

J u d y  R a d e r
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Team 
Capability  
& Capacity

3
You have to make 
quick decisions 
with talent. If you 
feel like a change 
is needed or the 
team is lacking a 
certain skill set, go 
get it and don’t wait. 
Your team will be 
stronger for it.

W h i t n e y  E i c h i n g e r
SVP and Chief 
Communications Officer, 
Southwest Airlines Co.

I would take the time to 
understand what ONLY I can 
do in the new role and ensure 
I have completely transitioned/
delegated all other work and 
tasks to the right team members. 
I held on to work others could 
have been doing too long, and 
that delayed my full focus and 
transition into the CCO position.

L i n d a  R u t h e r f o r d
Chief Communications and Administration 
Officer (Ret.), Executive Advisor,  
Southwest Airlines Co.

It seems intuitive, but 
there are so many matters 
competing for a new CCO’s 
attention that sometimes we 
put off the obvious. Assess 
the team’s capabilities and 
competencies against the 
business strategy and needs, 
and implement structure and 
people changes quickly.

M i c h e l e  M a z u r
Principal, M3 Strategy

Assess the team for 
culture and strengths/
weaknesses. Act quickly 
to consolidate your 
strengths or replace  
any weaknesses.

B r i a n  L o t t
Chief Communications Officer, 
Mubadala

Taking too long 
to make tough 
personnel decisions 
was a mistake. 
Instead, I would have 
taken action sooner.

A n o n y m o u s
Sitting Chief 
Communications Officer

CONTINUED...

•	 Run get-to-know-you coffees with every member of the team. 	
Not just direct reports.

•	 Assess capacity, not just capability. Ask each person where their time 
actually goes and what they most enjoy.

•	 Run a start/stop/continue exercise within the first 60 days.
•	 Identify what only you can do, and delegate everything else immediately.
•	 Apply the same capability and capacity assessment to your agency partners.

•	 Holding on to work you 
used to do well.

•	 Postponing tough 
personnel decisions out 
of charity or discomfort.

•	 Reorganizing structurally 
before strategy is clear.

TRY THIS

AVOID THIS
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Early trap: trying to demonstrate 
too much value, too early in 
your tenure. Ensure you fully 
understand the company strategy, 
financial model, and customers 
before you act too quickly. Be 
methodical and quick but on 
target with your first major act.

R o b  C l a r k
SVP, Chief Communications Officer,  
Chief of Staff to the CEO, Xcel Energy

A common trap that new CCOs fall into early 
on is not establishing a 90-day plan. Being at 
the helm can be daunting as you begin setting 
expectations across a myriad of critical 
stakeholders on the senior leadership team. 
Celebrating quick wins and tracking progress 
for long-term goals can be rewarding when 
you take the lead with intention.

D a n a  L .  H o l m e s
VP, Corporate Communications and Public Relations,  
Health Care Service Corporation

I paired listening with action. 
Combining my onboarding 
and listening tour with hands-
on work alongside leadership 
on key transformation 
initiatives, which accelerated 
trust and strengthened 
relationships early.

E r i n  G a r d i n e r
VP, Communications,  
Lamb Weston

Quick 
Wins, 
Done 
Right

4 Quick wins Quick wins 
matter. By six matter. By six 
months, your months, your 
peers and peers and 
leadership are leadership are 
looking for looking for 
traction. If they traction. If they 
don’t see it, don’t see it, 
doubts about fit doubts about fit 
creep in faster creep in faster 
than you’d expect.than you’d expect.

The goal is what one advisor 
called “pebble wins”: small 
improvements that build 
credibility without locking you 
into a strategy you haven’t 
earned the right to set yet.

•	 Target ways to remove friction first. Redundant approvals. Comms 
bottlenecks. Process steps that don’t add value.

•	 Pair listening with one or two high-visibility partnerships alongside 
senior peers on transformation work.

•	 Track and visibly celebrate “pebble wins.”
•	 Establish a 90-day plan with clear, modest, real commitments.

•	 Big-bang first moves that signal 
“I’m here” before you know what 
should change.

•	 Quick wins that lock you into a 
strategy you haven’t validated.

•	 Skipping the 90-day plan entirely.

TRY THIS

AVOID THIS

Be methodical and quick. But on  
target with your first major act.

R o b  C l a r k
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We’re at our best when we’re We’re at our best when we’re 
in early, connected across the in early, connected across the 
organization, and not just reacting organization, and not just reacting 
to moments, but shaping them.to moments, but shaping them.

C h r i s  B r a t h w a i t e
Chief Communications Officer, American Electric Power

of leaders say 
growing revenue  
or profit is the 
direct result of more 
effective internal 
communication.2

2Axios, “The 2024 state of essential workplace communications,” 2024.

32%
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Accepting other people’s 
definition of the role 
communications plays in an 
organization. As CCOs, we 
help create the plot, not just 
tell the story, by advising 
on matters of importance 
to the organization and its 
stakeholders. Other common 
traps I see are: failing to take 
an enterprise perspective, 
and believing you need to 
stay in your lane.

L e s l i e  S u t t o n
Former CCO, Discover

A common trap new CCOs 
fall into is rushing to grab 
the quick wins before 
really understanding the 
organization’s unique cultural 
and communications needs. 
The smartest thing a new 
CCO can do is spend their 
early days doing twice as 
much listening as talking, to 
everyone from the frontline 
to the CEO, to eliminate the 
guesswork and ultimately 
maximize their impact.

K r i s t i e  V a i n i k o s  S t e g e n
Chief Brand and Communications 
Officer, Cotality

The 
Traps

5 Four key traps Four key traps 
surfaced from surfaced from 
contributors’ contributors’ 
perspectives: perspectives: 

  Defining the role Defining the role 
too narrowlytoo narrowly

  Ignoring  Ignoring  
the culturethe culture

  Rushing past Rushing past 
relationshipsrelationships

  Bringing in  Bringing in  
biases about  biases about  
what you’re what you’re 
“supposed  “supposed  
to” findto” find

We help create the plot,  
not just tell the story.

L e s l i e  S u t t o n

One of the biggest lessons I 
learned in the early months as 
CCO was fully appreciating the 
scale, emotional resonance, and 
headline-generating power of the 
brand. I learned quickly that even 
well-intentioned communications 
can carry outsized visibility and 
implications, which has made me 
far more disciplined and intentional 
about message calibration, 
stakeholder alignment, and 
anticipating second- and third-order 
impact before engaging publicly.

K a t e  H a r t m a n
Chief External Affairs Officer, United States 
Olympic & Paralympic Committee
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Failing to prioritize relationship development 
was a mistake. I prioritized tackling changes 
in strategy without the relationships 
necessary to enable change management 
and support long-term success.

A n o n y m o u s
Sitting Chief Communications Officer

Some CCOs I know didn’t 
work out because they were 
so focused on being the Chief 
Communications Officer that they 
weren’t doing the actual work.

P e t e r  W.  M c D e r m o t t
Senior Client Partner, Global Corporate Affairs 
and Investor Relations, Head of Corporate 
Affairs Practice, North America, Korn Ferry

The 
Traps

5

•	 Check the biases you brought in. If you came in thinking “I’ll transform this by day 90,” 
that’s a bias, not a strategy.

•	 Audit cultural norms and unwritten rules with the same rigor as the business and the 
team.

•	 Prioritize relationship development before initiative launches. They’re the prerequisite, 
not the reward.

•	 Anticipate the downstream impact and ripple effects of every public move.

•	 Accepting someone else’s definition of 
your role.

•	 Believing you have to “stay in your 
lane.”

•	 Confusing being the CCO with doing 
the work of a CCO.

•	 Treating culture as soft and skippable.

TRY THIS

AVOID THIS

CONTINUED...

Because I was so focused on what I was asked to do, I didn’t focus 
enough on the culture of where I was being asked to do it, which led to 
a period of discordant discomfort, on both sides, I would say. If I had to 
do it all over again, I would have slowed down in order to move faster, 
taking the time to truly appreciate the cultural norms and behaviors.

J a n o  C a b r e r a
Chief Communications Officer, General Mills

I would have slowed down in order to move faster.
J a n o  C a b r e r a
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The biggest mistake 
I made in the first 6 
months as CCO was 
thinking my role was 
just to be the chief 
communicator (in the 
traditional sense), 
rather than the chief dot 
connector, chief arbiter, 
and chief champion of 
reason and institutional 
values. We have a much 
wider remit than we think, 
and people aren’t just 
finally noticing…they’re 
now expecting it.

F a r y a r  B o r h a n i
VP, Chief Communications Officer, 
Encore Capital Group

I’d start by quickly 
getting really clear on 
what matters most to 
the business, where the 
risks are, and how we’re 
working across teams, 
then put a simple, 
steady communications 
rhythm in place. In my 
experience, we’re at 
our best when we’re in 
early, connected across 
the organization, and 
not just reacting to 
moments, but shaping 
them.

C h r i s  B r a t h w a i t e
Chief Communications Officer, 
American Electric Power

I would start with a clear 
enterprise master narrative 
mapped closely to business 
objectives that can be 
used consistently over time 
across both channels and 
audiences, internally and 
externally. I would then 
insist that any supporting 
messages and plans serve 
to advance that top-level 
narrative, and ruthlessly 
de-prioritize non-strategic 
requests, activities, and 
anything else that does not 
serve that objective.

P e t e r  L u c h t
EVP, Head of Corporate 
Communications, Citizens Financial 
Group

Down to 
Business

6

Chief dot connector, chief arbiter, chief 
champion of reason and institutional values.

F a r y a r  B o r h a n i

The CCO’s remit The CCO’s remit 
is wider than the is wider than the 
title suggests. title suggests. 
Communications Communications 
leaders are leaders are 
expected to expected to 
connect narrative, connect narrative, 
reputation, culture, reputation, culture, 
and stakeholder and stakeholder 
trust to what the trust to what the 
business is trying business is trying 
to achieve. to achieve. 

That requires a clear 
enterprise story tied to 
business objectives, 
metrics that business 
partners actually 
understand, and a 
willingness to retire parts 
of the traditional playbook 
that no longer prove value. 

Build trust with your team 
and your stakeholders by 
listening closely, being 
consistently transparent 
in your communications, 
and clear with your 
direction. When you 
regularly align what 
you say and do, people 
understand what matters 
and believe you mean 
it, and trust becomes a 
force multiplier, taking 
your team to new heights 
of strategic contribution 
and achievement.

S t a c e y  J o n e s
SVP and Chief Communicator, 
Honeywell
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Down to 
Business

6
As a new CCO, the first thing I would do 
is officially retire the traditional playbook, 
recognizing that while fundamentals like 
executive storytelling remain, legacy tactics 
are no longer effective in today’s AI-driven 
reality. To succeed, we must move beyond 
recycled toolkits to architect a modern 
strategy, one that prioritizes high-impact 
narratives, connects with influencers via 
evolving mediums, and deeply integrates 
the technologies reshaping our industry.

D e b b i e  O ’ B r i e n
Chief Communications Officer, PagerDuty

If I were starting over as a new CCO, the first thing I would do would be to exhale and to realize that I 
didn’t have to be perfect. Why? Because no one else in the room was perfect. All of us were, and still 
are, imperfect people who are smart, have good hearts, and are trying to make the best decisions for 
our organization and our team members who are at the heart and soul of all that we do. Once I realized 
and accepted this, my role and my purpose for being in the room took on exciting new meaning.

C h u c k  W a l l i n g t o n ,  P h . D .
EVP and Chief Marketing & Communications Officer, Cone Health

CONTINUED...

•	 Build a master narrative anchored in business objectives. Use it to filter every 
request that hits your team.

•	 Define 3 to 5 metrics that explain communications impact in business language 
your CFO and CEO already speak.

•	 Identify what about the traditional playbook is fundamental and what is legacy. 
Retire the legacy.

•	 Embrace the breadth of the role. Act like a connector, not just a communicator.

•	 Saying yes to requests that 
do not advance the business 
narrative.

•	 Reporting metrics no one 
outside comms understands.

•	 Trying to be perfect.

TRY THIS

AVOID THIS

Exhale. You don’t have to be perfect.  
No one else in the room is, either.

C h u c k  W a l l i n g t o n ,  P h . D .
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30 / 60 / 90 / 180 Day
The following is a consolidated action sequence The following is a consolidated action sequence 
drawn from the contributors. Treat it as a guide, drawn from the contributors. Treat it as a guide, 
not a script. Your organization’s context will not a script. Your organization’s context will 
dictate the order and emphasis.dictate the order and emphasis.

B E F O R E  D AY  O N E

(IF POSSIBLE)
•	 20+ stakeholder interviews, 

internal and external.
•	 Study competitor materials, 

industry research, white papers.
•	 Draft a 100-day plan. Keep it 

private until you’ve earned the 
right to share it.

•	 Confirm your mandate. What 
happened to your predecessor? 
Why are you in the role now?

F I R S T  3 0  D AY S : 

LISTEN
•	 Coffee with every team member, 

not just direct reports.
•	 Listening tour beyond the obvious 

names. Second-tier managers, 
product experts, influencers 
without titles, select customers.

•	 First balance-sheet review session 
with the CFO.

•	 Begin a narrative audit. How do 
Investor Relations, General Affairs, 
and the CEO each talk about the 
company?

•	 Resist any urge to act before  
you have grounding.

F I R S T  6 0  D AYS : 

DIAGNOSE
•	 SWOT analysis across the function 

and business.
•	 Complete a team capability and 

capacity audit.
•	 Complete an agency and external 

partner audit. Capability gap, or 
arms-and-legs gap?

•	 Define 3 to 5 metrics that translate 
communications into business 
outcomes.

•	 Run a start/stop/continue exercise 
to surface what should be 
deprioritized.

•	 Make your first personnel moves  
on clear capability gaps.

F I R S T  9 0  D AYS : 

PLAN & PEBBLE
•	 Refine the strategic plan  

with the data you now have.
•	 Socialize it with key 

champions before publishing.
•	 Identify and execute pebble 

wins (remove friction and 
reduce red tape).

•	 Avoid structural reorganization 
until strategy is settled.

•	 Draft the enterprise master 
narrative.

BY  6  M O N T H S : 

SHOW TRACTION
•	 Visible quick wins delivered.
•	 Master narrative aligned and  

in use across the organization.
•	 Hard personnel decisions made. 

Don’t carry them past this marker.
•	 Metrics dashboard in business-

relevant language is in front  
of the CEO.

•	 Clear momentum is visible to 
leadership before the “wrinkles  
of doubt” set in.

Checklist
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Janelle Asmus, APR |  Chief Communications Officer, 27J Schools

Valerie Barker Waller |  Brand Builder, Communications Counselor, Marketing Strategist

Kathy Beiser |  Chief Communications Officer, hims & hers

Faryar Borhani |  VP, Chief Communications Officer, Encore Capital Group

Chris Brathwaite |  Chief Communications Officer, American Electric Power

Jano Cabrera |  Chief Communications Officer, General Mills

Madeline Chadwick |  C-Suite Communications Leader

Rob Clark |  SVP, Chief Communications Officer, Chief of Staff to the CEO, Xcel Energy

Joe Cohen |  Chief Marketing and Communications Officer, AXIS

Katherine Ducker |  VP, Global Communications, Hewlett Packard Enterprise (HPE)

Whitney Eichinger |  SVP and Chief Communications Officer, Southwest Airlines Co.

Erin Gardiner |  VP, Communications, Lamb Weston

Kate Hartman |  Chief External Affairs Officer, United States Olympic & Paralympic Committee

Dana L. Holmes |  VP, Corporate Communications and Public Relations, Health Care Service Corporation

Stacey Jones |  SVP and Chief Communicator, Honeywell

Ray Jordan |  Former Chief Communications Officer, J&J, Amgen, Moderna; current Investor/Advisor

Brian Lott |  Chief Communications Officer, Mubadala

Peter Lucht |  EVP, Head of Corporate Communications, Citizens Financial Group

Brett Ludwig |  Chief Marketing Communications Officer, Lehigh University

Michele Mazur |  Principal, M3 Strategy

Peter W. McDermott |  Senior Client Partner, Global Corporate Affairs and Investor Relations, Head of Corporate 
Affairs Practice, North America, Korn Ferry

Debbie O’Brien |  Chief Communications Officer, PagerDuty

Judy Rader |  SVP, Corporate Affairs, and Chief Communications Officer, Constellation

Linda Rutherford |  Chief Communications and Administration Officer (Ret.), Executive Advisor, Southwest Airlines Co.

Rodrigo Sierra |  President, The Sierra Group

Leslie Sutton |  Former Chief Communications Officer, Discover

Gerry Tschopp |  Global Head of External Communications and Chief Communications Officer, Experian North America

Kristie Vainikos Stegen |  Chief Brand and Communications Officer, Cotality

Chuck Wallington, Ph.D. |  EVP and Chief Marketing & Communications Officer, Cone Health

Mac Worsham |  Former Chief Communications Officer, Senior Corporate Communications Executive,  
Strategic Advisor, Board Member

Anonymous |  Sitting Chief Communications Officer

Contributors
Built with insights from CCOs past and Built with insights from CCOs past and 
present, across industries. Thank you to:present, across industries. Thank you to:
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Most new CCOs spend 6–12 months figuring Most new CCOs spend 6–12 months figuring 

out what they've inherited. In a 90-minute out what they've inherited. In a 90-minute 

Modernization Diagnostic session, we’ll evaluate your Modernization Diagnostic session, we’ll evaluate your 

communications function in partnership with you and communications function in partnership with you and 

your leadership team across seven critical dimensions your leadership team across seven critical dimensions 

and provide a clear roadmap for where to focus next.and provide a clear roadmap for where to focus next.

Schedule a 30-minute call with David Grossman and Schedule a 30-minute call with David Grossman and 

a senior member of our team to see if the 90-Minute a senior member of our team to see if the 90-Minute 

Assessment is the right next step for you. Assessment is the right next step for you. 

Before making changes 
to the function, 
diagnose it.

EMAIL DAVID DIRECTLY 

Every CCO featured in this resource described a Every CCO featured in this resource described a 
version of the same problem. The first six months version of the same problem. The first six months 
are make-or-break. You inherit a function that has are make-or-break. You inherit a function that has 
been reacting for so long, it has forgotten how to been reacting for so long, it has forgotten how to 
plan. Stakeholders define success differently and plan. Stakeholders define success differently and 
expect you to deliver on all of it. And you have expect you to deliver on all of it. And you have 
roughly six months to show real traction.roughly six months to show real traction.

Reading other CCOs’ lessons helps. Having a Reading other CCOs’ lessons helps. Having a 
structured way to apply them helps more.structured way to apply them helps more.

The first six 
months don’t 
have to be 
figured out 
in a vacuum...
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ABOUT THE GROSSMAN GROUP
The Grossman Group is an award-winning 
communications agency. For over 25 years, we’ve 
helped organizations solve their toughest business 
challenges through effective internal, leadership, 
culture, and change communications. Most recently, 
we were named 2025 Agency of the Year by both 
PRSA’s Silver Anvil Awards and Ragan’s Zenith Awards.
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