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EFFECTIVE CEO 

Dear readers,

We are pleased to present to you the next edition 
of our Talent Equity Newsletter, dedicated to a 
key figure in business – the general director, also 
known as the CEO. I became intrigued by the 
role of the CEO nearly a quarter of a century ago, 
when, during my summer internship as a business 
school student, I was lucky enough to meet a 
real American CEO – George David, CEO of the 
technology conglomerate United Technologies. 
It became apparent to me that everything about 
this man was unique: his thoughts on business and 
life, his jokes, his manner of speaking, his smile, 
even his suit and tie. But even more striking was 
the effect David had on those around him – junior 
managers to senior vice-presidents hung on his 
every word and, it seemed, were ready to fulfill any 

order. A handshake and energetic pat on the back 
from this CEO made one happy!

In the following years, as I myself worked as a 
general director, consulted with dozens and trained 
hundreds of CEOs, my fascination with these figures 
somewhat subsided, but deep interest and intrigue 
remained. In studying and constantly working with 
chief executives, I ask myself the same questions 
that excited me twenty-some years ago: Who is Mr. 
CEO? What makes this person special – the position, 
or he himself? What makes him successful – luck, 
circumstances, vision, competence, connections, 
education? How does a successful CEO differ from 
his less successful colleagues? How do you increase 
the effectiveness of an active CEO, and how do you 
prepare a future one? Of course, I have come up with 
comprehensive answers to this questions, but they 

Affiliate Professor of Entrepreneurship and Family 
Enterprise at INSEAD, Senior Partner at Ward 
Howell, President of Talent Equity Institute

Stanislav 
Shekshnia

Introduction
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still seem to me to be far from complete. Therefore, I 
continue to research this topic with great interest. 

The material in this edition advanced my 
understanding of the CEO figure and his role in an 
organization; I hope that it is interesting and useful 
for our readers. The edition opens with an article 
based on the results of two studies of effective 
CEOs: the first study was published in the Harvard 
Business Review, and the second was conducted 
by the Talent Equity Institute in Russia. The article 
dispels some common myths about CEOs and 
discusses the specificities of a CEO’s work in Russia. 

The second section of this edition is dedicated to a 
successful CEO – Aeroflot General Director Vitaly 
Saveliev, under whose leadership Aeroflot managed 

the impossible, becoming the leader of the European 
market in service and profit. 

In the third part, you’ll find an extensive interview 
with a representative of a very rare category 
– a foreign-born CEO who successfully runs a 
Russian company. Stephane Frappat, head of 
Sodruzhestvo from 2008-2015, openly talks about 
the specificities of working as the CEO of a private 
Russian company, about his interactions with the 
owner, about the secrets of his success and the 
necessity of leaving the role in a timely manner. 

Happy reading!

Stanislav 
Shekshnia

Dr. Shekshnia is a Professor of Entrepreneurship at 
INSEAD and a Coaching Practice Director at INSEAD 
Global Leadership Center in Fontainebleau. His research 
concentrates on leadership, leadership development 
and effective governance at emerging markets and or-
ganizations. Stanislav is a Senior Partner at Ward Howell, 
which has offices in Moscow, Paris, St. Petersburg, Kiev, 
and Alma-Aty. Stanislav provides advice and personal 
coaching to business owners, senior executives and 
executive teams.

In 1991-2002 Stanislav held positions of CEO, Alfa-Tele-
com, President and CEO, Millicom International Cellular, 
Russia and CIS, Chief Operating Officer of VimpelCom, 
Director of Human Resources, Central and Eastern 
Europe of Otis Elevator. He served as Chairman of SUEK, 

Vimpelcom-R and a board member of a number of Rus-
sian and international companies.

Dr. Shekshnia is the author, co-author, or editor of 
7 books, including “Coaching: How to Manage Free 
People” (2010), “The New Russian Business Leaders” 
(2004 with M. Kets de Vries, K. Korotov, E. Florent-Trea-
cy), Corporate Governance in Russia (2004, edit. with S. 
Puffer and D. McCarthy). His articles appeared in such 
journals as The Academy of Management Executive, The 
European Management Journal, Harvard Business Review 
Russia, Harvard Business Review Germany, Journal of 
West-East Business, Case Research Journal, California 
Management Review, Compensation and Benefits Re-
view, Journal of Management Inquiry, The International 
Executive, L’Expansion Management Review.
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The position of a general director, or CEO, in contemporary global terminology has piqued and continues to pique 
great interest from a variety of audiences: business school students, journalists, sociologists, psychologists, econo-
mists, managers, general directors themselves and shareholders. At the same time, the relationship with the role and 
the influence a CEO has on the effectiveness of a company is extremely ambiguous. Several experts challenge the 
idea that a chief executive influences how a company works, instead reducing his role to one that fulfills a nominal 
social function. Others consider his contribution decisive, and a third contingent sees him as one of several factors 
contributing to efficiency, along with the external environment, resource base, and the company’s human capital. 
Accordingly, most practitioners and researchers agree that in challenging market conditions, a talented leader can 
save a company, while an ineffective one can run it into the ground, even in the most favorable of conditions. 

EFFECTIVE

CEO

What do effective CEOs have in 
common? Does an effective CEO 
in Russia differ from his colleagues 
around the world? In the search for 

answers to these questions we researched Russian 
general directors and weighed the data we received 
with the results of research on the 100 most 
effective CEOs from the S&P 1200 list, published 
in the November 2014 edition of the Harvard 

Business Review (HBR) (a full list is provided in the 
appendix). 

We found that there are several widespread reports 
about what makes CEOs successful that do not 
square up with the results of both studies. We want to 
acquaint readers with several unexpected findings and 
provide general conclusions about the characteristics 
of CEOs of Russian companies.

IN THE RUSSIAN 
CONTEXT
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Myth 1: Effectiveness comes 
with time 

The facts say the opposite – most effective CEOs are 
younger. The Russian leaders with the best results are three 
years younger than the average CEO (42 versus 45), and 
more than 40% of successful CEOs of Russian companies 
are under 40. The most effective CEOs, according to the 
HBR study, come into their positions five years earlier than 
their less successful colleagues (48 versus 53).  

Why are more effective CEOs younger?

One cited explanation is that effective CEOs are more 
talented, and climb the career ladder more quickly. 
They receive the required experience in a much shorter 
time than their less talented colleagues. As concerns 
Russia, another explanation is that people under 40 
don’t have work experience from the Soviet era and, 
therefore, more quickly mastered working in a market 
economy and replaced their Soviet-era leaders.  There is 
a third explanation, to which we will return later in our 
discussion about the model of an effective Russian CEO..
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Myth 2: An MBA from a 
leading business school is 
necessary for an 
effective CEO
The percent of effective CEOs 
with an MBA is actually lower 
than the average. On HBR’s list 
of CEOs, about 32% have an 
MBA (while about 40% of leaders 
on the S&P 500 list do). 

Business education is even less 
popular among Russian leaders: 
18% of Russian CEOs have an 
MBA, while 17% of effective 
CEOs do, which indicates a lack 
of correlation between business 
education and effectiveness. 

Myth 3: Hard 
skills are no 
longer needed

About a quarter of the most 
effective CEOs on HBR’s list 
have a technical education 
(primarily engineering). 
According to researchers, the 
study of engineering develops 
practical and pragmatic 
thinking, and teaches one 
to think about things and 
processes in terms of their 
efficiency and cost – which are 
all skills needed to manage an 
organization. 

The percentage of effective CEOs 
with technical education is higher – around 50%. 
To some extent, this is related to the popularity of 

engineering education in Soviet times, though young 
CEOs have predominantly been educated in finance. 
Regardless, our interviews with successful leaders 

confirmed the critical importance 
of industry knowledge for a chief 
executive.

Myth 4: The 
market for leaders 
has become 
global
The CEO market has not yet 
become global – only 15% of 
HBR’s most effective CEOs were 
born in a country outside of the 
one in which their company is 
headquartered, and slightly less 
than 20% have experience working 
abroad.

The Russian market for leaders 
is sufficiently closed. Foreign-
born CEOs in contemporary 
Russia is rare, and successful 
foreign-born CEOs are far and 
away an exception. Just 7% 
of the most effective CEOs of 
Russian companies are foreign-
born top managers, compared 
to 9% in the overall sample of 
general directors. Furthermore, 
the average tenure of an expat 
CEO at a Russian company is just 
2.1 years, versus the overall CEO 
tenure average of 3 years.

What is even more 
counterintuitive is that not one 
of the most effective Russian 

general directors had experience working abroad. It 
seems that a knowledge of the environment and the 

Don’t try to impress everyone with 
what you learned in business 

school. Most people will quickly 
realize that you have an arsenal 
of business skills. They are more 
interested in how motivated you are, 
the respect you have for the company, 
and whether or not you’re a team 
player.

Kent Thiry, CEO of DaVita, Harvard 

Business School MBA ’83

Early on in my career I observed 
the similarity between marketing 

and engineering – both are based in 
empirical, measurable results and an 

organized process

Franck Riboud, CEO Danone
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presence of a local social network is a significantly 
more important ingredient for success than a global 
outlook and international experience. Or are Russian 
leaders just so talented that they can develop the 
latter without even leaving their homeland?

Myth 5: Effective CEOs 
can easily change a 
company and frequently 
transfer between different 
functions in the early 
phases of their careers 
 
The contemporary philosophy of 
managerial development is based 
upon a multifunctional rotation – 
transferring managers from finance 
to marketing, from operations 
to auditing, etc. – as a necessary 
tool for preparing a future CEO, 
as he must understand the whole 
organization. However, an analysis 
of the HBR data shows that the 
most effective CEOs have made 
fewer transfers between functional 
areas. Though moving between 
functional areas is less popular 
in Russian companies in the first 
place, the trend is still the same 
– effective CEOs make fewer 
transfers between functional areas.

The situation is similar with regard 
to changing companies. On average, 
the most effective CEOs in the HBR 
study changed companies twice in their careers before 
becoming the head of their current company. The share 
of “lifers” – CEOs that have spent their whole career at 
one company – is 22%, which is slightly higher than the 
average (18%).

In Russia, where the managerial labor force market 
is very dynamic, a CEO works in more companies 
than his colleagues abroad – three, compared with 
two. However, the most effective Russian CEOs 
also change companies fewer times (2.2) than the 
average.

Interviews with successful leaders revealed to us 
a possible explanation for these trends, at least in 
Russia. It seems that functional and organizational 
stability allowed for managers to develop critical, 
important competencies such as industry knowledge, 
an understanding of the organizational environment, 
and the opportunity to develop intra-organizational 
networks. Longer tenure in one functional area also 
allows one to deliver better results, which is necessary 
to progress toward and assume the role of the highest 

positon. It’s also important to note 
that the most successful CEOs are 
younger, and for that reason may 
not have had as much time to 
change positions and companies.

Myth 6: A general 
director should be 
“battle tested” 

In our last study on succession in 
Russian companies (see TEN #7) 
we talked about the different kinds 
of successors in Russian companies 
– group insiders, or managers that 
move from one shareholder’s asset 
to another. As a rule, group insiders 
preserve the business fairly well, 
but rarely demonstrate exceptional 
results. This is probably because 

it is more important for group insiders to maintain 
good relationships than to excel in business. Therefore, 
they try to minimize all possible risks, which limits 
the company’s potential growth. In HBR’s list of most 
effective CEOs, very few (4%) are group insiders).

In my career, I changed jobs every 
time I felt that I had learned all 

that I could, that my brain had 
frozen, that I had reached the point 
of stagnation. And when you reach 
this point, don’t linger. If you want 
to change a company or a position, 
think about it, but thinking isn’t 
enough – you have to act.   
 

Ajaypal Banga, MasterCard 

CEO
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Мyth 7: An effective CEO is 
firmly rooted in his position
It turns out that for companies in the HBR study, 
this is true. Effective CEOs hold their positions 
twice as long as the average – 12 years instead of 
6. Accordingly, effective CEOs most often retire as 
planned, having carefully laid out a transition process 
and having adequately trained their successor.

For Russia, this is a myth. Successful CEOs do not 
linger in their positions. In an environment where 
loyalty is more highly valued than results, there is 

no apparent correlation between effectiveness and 
length of tenure. The average length of tenure of a 
CEO in a Russian company is 3.7 years. 

Logically, family members hold their positions the 
longest, followed by effective group insiders, who 
have managed to reinforce their loyalty with actual 
results. It is worth noting that while there is a 
difference in tenure between internal and external 
CEOs in the HBR study, no such difference exists in 
Russian companies.

Fig. 3. Indicators of effectiveness

Fig. 4. CEO tenure
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Myth 8: New CEOs start 
out with a clean slate upon 
which they can attain 
outstanding results 
Contemporary corporate folklore casts successful 
CEOs as visionaries and reformers that have come 
up with and implemented programs for large-
scale organizational change. What follows is the 
widespread belief that these CEOs do not speak of 
their predecessors and work to leave their mark. 
The actual picture looks quite different. Most 
successful CEOs solidly “stand on the shoulders of 
giants” – their predecessors. In the HBR study, the 
rapid rise of a company from being an outsider to a 
leader under one CEO is extremely rare. 

The same is true on the Russian market.  Only five 
of 160 companies managed 
to turn the company into a 
leader from an outsider under 
one CEO, before the next came 
in. In most cases, a CEO that 
followed a very unsuccessful 
predecessor managed to achieve 
average results, from which 
his successor could make the 
company a leader.

Myth 9: An 
effective leader 
will be effective 
in any context 
One of the most difficult 
moments in an executive’s 
career is the transition of the 
company to a different form of 
ownership – from private to state, public to family, etc. 
The most effective model in one context doesn’t work 
in another, despite the fact that its external attributes 

remain practically unchanged – the clients, competitors, 
employees, objectiveы, budgets. The ownership 
structure provides a context, often invisible to the naked 
eye, the specificities of which make old tools ineffective.

In order to examine the differences between the contexts 
created by different kinds of business ownership and their 
influence on the factors that determine a CEO’s success, 
we evaluated effective Russian CEOs from our research 
according to the following four indicators, using a scale 
from 1 to 7.

•	 Work experience in the industry  – industry 
experience helps a CEO more quickly and deeply gain 
insight into a company’s essence, and also helps him 
more quickly establish authority and gain the trust of 
his employees.
•	 Company knowledge – one advantage insiders have 
over outsiders is their knowledge of a company’s internal 

climate and the connections that 
facilitate access to resources and 
help implement solutions
•	 Relationship with the 
owner – as we mentioned earlier, 
group insider CEOs who have 
previous experience working with 
the owner and have, presumably, 
earned his trust remain in their 
positions longer, even amid poor 
results. In the case of state-owned 
companies, where the owner is 
not a physical person, we replaced 
this indicator with a GR-resource 
indicator – the ability to build 
relationships with regulators and 
other authorities that directly 
impact the company’s business
•	 Visibility – this feature 
describes how a general director 
is perceived in the external 
environment, how he presents 

himself as the face of the company and a proponent 
of its objectives, strategy, and values
Figures 5 and 6 provide a visual representation of the 

We planned our succession 

process. If you don’t, then 

rivalry will breed in your company 

and it is all anyone will focus on. The 

problem is not that CEOs are leaving 

too early, but that they are leaving 

too late. 

 

John Morgridge, predecessor of 

Cisco CEO John Chambers 
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differences between effective CEOs in state-owned 
and private companies. CEOs in private businesses 
are more balanced between three main indicators: 
work experience in the industry, company knowledge, 
and relationship with the owner. 9 of 12 effective 
CEOs had over eight years of work experience in the 
industry, 8 had worked in their company for over 
three years, and only one CEO from the sample was 
unacquainted with the owner before his appointment. 
The fourth indicator – the CEOs’ level of visibility – 
was markedly lower (more than half of the effective 
CEOs were completely unrecognized by the media, 

and the remainder very rarely agreed to interviews or 
made statements in the press).

On the other hand, CEOs of state-owned companies 
had only two of the indicators, though those were 
significant – knowledge of GR-resources and visibility. 
As for company knowledge and work experience in 
the industry, 6 of 9 effective CEOs of state-owned 
companies had no previous work experience in the 
industry and only one had worked in the company for 
more than two years. Analysis of the least effective 
CEOs showed that they had work experience in the 
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Fig. 5. Private and public companies: the most effective CEOs
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Госкомпании: наименее эффективные СЕО
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industry and had worked in the company before 
their appointment to CEO. Apparently, for CEOs 
of Russian state-owned 
companies, there is a negative 
correlation between a leader’s 
industry experience/company 
knowledge and the success of 
the company!

How can this be explained? 
Most likely, it is easier for a 
new CEO who has no social 
ties within the organization 
or obligations to influential 
members to make radical 
organizational changes, 
including replacing ineffective 
managers. To some extent this 
explanation could be related 
to a CEO’s lack of industry 
experience – when lacking a 
team from the industry, they 
are freer to choose their own 
team and can attract the best 
of the best from the market. This happened in four of 
ten cases: a new CEO hired the best professionals in 
the industry, and two others brought their own proven 

teams that had no industry experience. Another possible 
explanation is that external candidates have a high social 

status and their own extensive 
social network, which provides 
them access to additional 
resources not available to 
insiders.

Effective CEOs of state-owned 
companies have significant 
GR-resources (6 of 9 CEOs 
previously worked in high-
level federal or regional 
government positions) and 
have a notable presence in 
the public arena. It’s possible 
that these characteristics 
serve one purpose – they 
build trust in the CEO from 
the owner (the government). 
The state owner and the 
representatives working on its 
behalf are far more removed 
from a CEO than shareholders 

of a private company. Creating an image of effective 
management in the public sphere can help strengthen 
trust in a specific CEO from the government and its 

Effective CEOs of state-owned 

companies have significant GR-

resources (6 of 9 CEOs previously 

worked in high-level federal or 

regional government positions) 

and have a notable presence in the 

public arena. It’s possible that these 

characteristics serve one purpose 

– they build trust in the CEO from 

the owner (the government).The 

state owner and the representatives 

working on its behalf are far 

more removed from a CEO than 

shareholders of a private company. 

Fig. 7. State-owned companies: the least effective CEOs
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representatives.

In private companies, where in the best of circumstances 
an owner is “an arm’s length” away but is frequently 
extremely close to the business, a CEO that is “in the 
media limelight” can cause irritation and, consequently, 
distrust. The most effective CEOs are able to build a 
productive relationship with the owner because they 
have learned to achieve results without eclipsing the 
owner. Accordingly, business owners typically take 
concerns about the company’s GR and PR needs upon 
themselves.

Features of CEOs in 
the Russian business 
context
Russia is famous for its 
dichotomies – we, without even 
noticing, live with conflicting 
values, easily cross back and 
forth across the boundary 
between private and public, 
ignore laws when we find 
them inconvenient yet call 
upon them when needed, 
allow official orders to fall on 
deaf ears but carefully execute 
informal instructions. We 
have even revealed a certain 
dichotomy in the CEO position 
in Russian companies

On the one hand, an appointed 
general director of a private 
Russian company has all the 
powers of a single executive 
body and presents himself to an outside observer 
as such. On the other hand, the owner is almost 
always at his side, assuming no official position in the 

executive leadership, but playing a significant role in the 
company’s management. Our research showed that in 
Russian companies the role of CEO is divided between 
the ambassador (minister of external relations), who 
provides a connection with the external world, the 
necessary political resources, a vision and a goal, and 
the operator (minster of internal affairs), who focuses 
on internal management and routinely achieving 
results. Typically, the first role is fulfilled by the owner, 
and the second by a professional manager. Only in 
exceptional circumstances does an appointed manager 
execute both roles. An important note is that the 
separation of powers and responsibilities between the 
ambassador and the operator is almost always informal 
and frequently unspoken. Furthermore, the boundaries 
between them are flexible and almost always changing. 
According to our observations, effective CEOs 
understand how to work in such a dualistic model 

and extract from it significant 
benefits for the company and 
themselves, while their less 
effective colleagues rarely 
reflect on the characteristics 
of the management model 
in which they work, and thus 
make mistakes.

CEOs themselves most often 
explain the dualistic model 
with two particularities of 
the Russian environment: the 
complexity of the business 
environment, which requires 
additional managerial strength 
and an additional pair of eyes, 
and the short-sightedness (the 
unprofessionalism, greed, etc.) 
of owners. Without question, 
both of these factors play a 
role; however, in our opinion, 

the primary reason lies in the particularities of the 
Russian economy and society, which are characterized 
by the weakness of institutions like private property, 

In private companies, where in the 

best of circumstances an owner 

is “an arm’s length” away but is 

frequently extremely close to the 

business, a CEO that is “in the media 

limelight” can cause irritation and, 

consequently, distrust. The most 

effective CEOs are able to build a 

productive relationship with the 

owner because they have learned 

to achieve results without eclipsing 

the owner. Accordingly, business 

owners typically take concerns 

about the company’s GR and PR 

needs upon themselves.
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an independent judiciary, commercial arbitrage, 
etc. Ineffective institutions are compensated for by 
relationships. Business owners create and actively 
make use of relationships with 
necessary people – government 
officials, regulators, clients, 
suppliers, and competitors, 
in order to ensure favorable 
conditions for business’s 
operation, from the signing of 
contracts to maintaining control 
over them. Such activity is not 
only time-consuming, but, 
most importantly, is based on 
the owner’s social network – a 
unique resource, which cannot 
be given to an appointed CEO. 
As a leading Russian business 
owner told us, “I would gladly 
spend my time doing more 
enjoyable things, but I can’t give my connections to 
an appointed general director or even to my children – 
people won’t talk to them the way they talk to me”.

So then why, despite the required involvement in 
the business, do many owners leave the position 

of general director instead of hiring a deputy 
operational director? In our interviews with business 
owners, two primary, sufficiently pragmatic reasons 

arose, as well as one romantic 
one. We’ll start with the 
latter – many business owners 
do not fully understand the 
importance of their network 
in supporting the business 
and assume that departing 
from the CEO position will 
radically change their lives. 
The pragmatic reasons are 
to relieve themselves from 
legal responsibility for the 
company and to attract a 
stronger candidate to the 
CEO position than would 
be possible for the deputy 
position. Interestingly 

enough, in the Russian environment of weak 
institutions and strong relationships, business 
owners are not afraid of losing control of the 
business when they leave the CEO position, as their 
informal influence gives them real power in the 
company.

Ineffective institutions are 

compensated for by relationships. 

Business owners create and actively 

make use of relationships with 

necessary people – government 

officials, regulators, clients, 

suppliers, and competitors, in order 

to ensure favorable conditions 

for business’s operation, from the 

signing of contracts to maintaining 

control over them. 

 

 
 

 

 

Company

Owner

External world (state)

Boundary conditions

Fig. 8.
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How does this dualistic model of management 
influence Russian CEOs and the factors determining 
their success? Effective CEOs provided several answers.

Firstly, they understand and accept that this model 
exists, and have no illusions regarding their role and 
authority in the company. 
Quite the opposite: they 
see additional opportunities 
for themselves and for the 
company from the owner’s 
active role. They also 
understand that the success 
of the company and the 
fate of the CEO depends 
on the effective interaction 
between the owner and CEO. 
Building and nurturing these 
relationships is one of the 
most influential areas of their 
everyday work.

Secondly, they are proactive in delineating their 
own “zones” and the owner’s “zones.” All the best, 
when this can be done practically by spelling out 
one and the other’s powers and responsibilities, but 
owners are often unprepared to articulate these 
boundaries. Therefore, effective CEOs identify arenas 
of responsibility through experimentation, observation, 
and picking up on informal signals. Furthermore, they 
are prepared for those boundaries to change, and not 
always in their favor.

Thirdly, effective Russian CEOs are much more deeply 
involved in their companies than their colleagues 
from the HBR study and aren’t afraid to “roll up their 
sleeves and get their hands dirty”. They know their 
products, technology and employees extremely well, 
and make both strategic and operational decisions, all 

while giving managers of other 
levels enough space to act 
independently.

Fourthly, successful 
professional Russian CEOs do 
not attract media attention 
to themselves, nor do they 
intrude upon it, leaving the 
owner to be the public face of 
the company.

We also saw signs of a dualistic 
CEO model in successful state-
owned companies. While the 

role of ambassador, rightly so, is taken on by the CEO, 
the role of operator is taken on not by a single person, 
but a several-person management team.

How sustainable is the dualistic CEO model? 
Several CEOs believe that it will disappear with the 
first generation of Russian entrepreneurs. However, 
examples from other countries in which institutional 
rights are poorly protected show that the active 
involvement of the owner in supporting the company 
continues in the second and in subsequent generations.

Interestingly enough, in 

the Russian environment of 

weak institutions and strong 

relationships, business owners are 

not afraid of losing control of the 

business when they leave the CEO 

position, as their informal influence 

gives them real power in the 

company.
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Aeroflot is one of the oldest carriers in the world. 
Founded in Soviet Russia in 1923 under the name 
Dobrolet, it was given a new name and organization in 
1932. In 1990 Aeroflot carried 139 million passengers 
– more than all American airlines combined – and flew 
to 102 countries.

After the break-up of the Soviet Union, 
having lost more than 90% of its fleet, 
Aeroflot was just one airline in the 
crowded Russian market. 

When Vitaly Saveliev became CEO in April 2009, 
the company had enough money for two weeks of 
business.
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Taking Charge: Saveliev and 
His Team 
At 55, the dynamic new CEO had held many 
managerial jobs, yet none in the airline industry. 
“But I flew millions of miles with all major airlines 
as a customer,” he joked, from Aeroflot’s modern 
but modest headquarters in down-town Moscow:

It was not about aviation at that time. It was about 

business survival and I knew a thing or two about 

crisis management. We created a crisis management 

group, centralized and froze all payments, sorted 

out priorities and managed the company manually 

for some time. Our initial actions allowed the 

company to stay afloat and saved around $1 billion 

for the business. Then we started to learn what civil 

aviation was all about.

Before Aeroflot, Saveliev, 
a graduate of the elite St. 
Petersburg Polytechnic 
Institute, had had a bright 
but somewhat erratic 
managerial career. Before 
turning 30, he was appointed 
Deputy CEO of one of 
the largest construction 
companies in the USSR. In 
the 1990s he had been an entrepreneur, a senior 
executive in the energy and banking industries, and 
on the board of a number of prominent Russian 
companies. Between 2004 and 2007 he was Deputy 
Minister of Economic Development and Trade, 
where he met German Gref, Minister at that time, 
and CEO of Russia”s largest bank – Sberbank – from 
2008, and Kirill Androsov, who would later become 
chairman of the Aeroflot board. In 2007, Saveliev 
joined AFK Sistema, one of the largest financial 
industrial groups in Russia, to head its telecom 
assets, from where he moved to Aeroflot.

In a country renowned for young executives, 
Saveliev expected “to be the oldest guy on the 

block” at Aeroflot, but discovered that he had “29 
deputies aged from 60 to 67 years.” Aeroflot’s 
senior executives mostly moved up through the 
ranks, many of them had been pilots, navigators or 
technicians in the past. They loved and understood 
the technical side of the business, but their financial 
knowledge and managerial skills did not match 
Saveliev’s expectations:

They have done some great things in safety, pilot 

training and technical support, but most of them 

didn’t know financial terms like EBITDA or cash flow. 

At that time, Aeroflot management didn’t even use 

email.

But the new CEO did not rush to fire the old guard. 
He complemented the existing executive group with 
five managers who had worked for him at Sistema 

and began to assess the 
potential of the old-timers. 
Some, such as Vladimir 
Antonov, who had joined 
Aeroflot 20 years earlier 
after a military career  (now 
Saveliev’s First Deputy)  and 
Igor Chalik, one of the first 
Russians to fly the Airbus 
(now in charge of Aeroflot 
flight operations), became 

key members of his team. The team met once a 
week as a group, and each member had a weekly 
tete-a-tete with the CEO. Saveliev described his 
management style as “democratic-authoritative”:

I always listen to people, I encourage them to speak 

their mind, but I make them learn that the final 

decision is mine and it’s not up for discussion. I make 

it and I assume the risks that come with it.

Saveliev made quite a few unorthodox decisions 
at Aeroflot and stood firmly by them. He fired 
12 staff members who refused airplane access to 
passengers with home-printed boarding passes 
when that service was first introduced. He replaced 

In a country renowned for young 

executives, Saveliev expected “to 

be the oldest guy on the block” at 

Aeroflot, but discovered that he had 

“29 deputies aged from 60 to 67 

years.
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traditional Moldavian brandy with Chivas whisky, 
and, on his daughter advice, introduced Russian 
ice-cream in business class. He lobbied the Russian 
government hard and fought the pilots’ union to 
allow foreign nationals to fly in Russia. One of 
his most controversial decisions was to keep the 
Aeroflot name and logo (contrary to experts inside 
and outside the company who suggested that they 
had negative associations with the Soviet Union, 
communism and even the gulag), insisting that 
the company should respect its roots. Today the 
Aeroflot brand is valued at $ 1.55 billion.

But in April 2009 the operating mode was 
different. Saveliev and his “young wolves” (as 
Chairman Androsov called the managers brought 
in from Sistema) immersed themselves in the 
Aeroflot reality. They worked day and night fixing 
problems, learning the specifics of the business and 
understanding longer term risks. Part of their anti-
crisis strategy was generic – freezing all payments 
except salaries, taxes and interest rates – then 
moving on to reducing headcount and other costs. 
In all, 2,500 people were let go, sparking a media 
frenzy. Journalists, union activists and politicians 
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accused the company (whose major shareholder 
was the state) of everything from neglecting 
passenger safety to destroying a national symbol. 
Saveliev continued with his reforms.

The second part of the anti-crisis programme was 
industry-specific. When two of the wolves – Shamil 
Kurmashov, Aeroflot’s CFO, and Andrey Kalmykov 
– applied advanced analytical tools to different 
aspects of the company’ operations, they uncovered 
a disastrous picture. Kurmashov recalled: “When 
we looked at the company fleet from an economic 
point of view, the conclusion was straightforward – 
it should be kept on the ground”. They decided to 
take 26 TU-154 airplanes out of service due to fuel 
inefficiency. And they re-thought the whole routing 
map, since 40% of routes turned out NPV-negative. 
The newcomers introduced centralized treasury 
function and an SAP-based IT system.

Busy cutting costs and optimizing Aeroflot’s 
operations, Saveliev and his team made learning 
the new industry a part of their work routine. 
Every Saturday they spent four hours listening to 
strategy consultants from Bain & Co and McKinsey, 
and applying their acquired knowledge to Aeroflot. 
According to Saveliev a number of initiatives came 
out of these “classes”:

We learned that newspapers and magazines have 

significant flight weight and cost us extra fuel, so 

we limited the choice and saved $17 million a year.

Turnaround
The Saturday workshops confirmed what Saveliev 
knew from his own passenger experience – airline 
is a service business. After stabilizing Aeroflot’s 
financial situation, the management team focused 
on what they believed was critical for retaining 
existing and attracting new passengers – service 
quality. Three aspects, according to Saveliev, had 
a tremendous impact on changing traditional 

perceptions of Aeroflot as a poor service airline – 
stewards’ school, stewards’ uniforms, and in-flight 
food.

Trusting his own passenger experience, Saveliev 
turned to Asian airlines in search of best practice 
in preparing flight attendants. With the help of 
German Gref, Vitaly sent 60 carefully selected 
flight attendants to Singapore Airlines Training 
Centre in charge of flight crew training among other 
activities. Twelve of them became first coaches at 
Aeroflot Staff Training Centre in Moscow. Today 
Aeroflot’s Training Centre is among the largest in 
Europe.

Together with upgrading training, Aeroflot improved 
its hiring process. The company required all its 
future flight attendants to have a college degree, to 
speak English, to have good communication skills 
and emotional stability.

Saveliev’s second project was to dress up Aeroflot:

When I looked at the issue, I had a headache – there 

were dozens of uniforms and people wore what they 

wanted. On the same flight with five stewards, each 

of them could wear a different uniform.

In 2009, Aeroflot announced a tender for new 
uniform design. All interested designers were 
invited to a meeting with Saveliev, who showed 
them a Virgin Atlantic video clip with the slogan “25 
years. Still red hot,” and said, “I want better than 
that” and left the room. He later acknowledged that 
his son had sent him the video in the first place, 
and it had inspired him. Two Russian designers won 
the competition and produced a collection in “red 
mandarin” (summer) and “navy” (winter). In early 
2013, the Aeroflot uniform was voted the most 
stylish in Europe in a passenger survey.

Another important issue was food. Saveliev took 
the management team by surprise when he invited 
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them to taste Aeroflot’s food offerings. The effect 
was overwhelming – everyone admitted that the 
food was not acceptable:

We had what I call “a shot in the stomach”” – 

overcooked beef with cheese and mayonnaise on 

top. It turned out that the senior steward decides 

what the menus is going to be and where to buy 

the food from. We centralized it and attracted top 

talent – chefs and sommeliers – to develop menus 

for Aeroflot.

Today there are 16 set menus at Aeroflot 
(vegetarian, kosher, halal, etc) which change every 
three months in business class and twice a year 
in economy class. The tradition of tasting airline 
food by senior management remained, but Saveliev 
turned it into a show by 
inviting celebrities to 
participate. In 2013, Aeroflot 
took second place in the 
Skyscanner Annual study 
of the quality of on-board 
menu in the long-haul dining 
category.

New Strategy
By the end of 2010 Aeroflot 
had caught a new growth 
wave, regained market 
leadership in Russia from S7 
airline, improved its financial 
position, and was starting to get positive press. 
The initial executive actions had paid off, but the 
management team knew that most low-hanging 
fruit had been harvested and the company needed 
to define its longer term strategy.

The work began in early 2011, with the participation 
of Bain & Co as strategic consultants. It was at that 
time that the first non-Russian executive, Giorgio 
Callegari, joined the Aeroflot management board 

as a head of strategy. An industry veteran with a 
broad experience in sales, marketing, strategy and 
operations, he had worked for Alitalia. His arrival 
brought new dynamics to the functioning of the 
management team – all meetings with his direct 
involvement were henceforth conducted in English. 
Six months later, Callegari requested that Russian 
be reinstated – he felt it was a Russian company and 
his Russian was operational.

In developing the new strategy, the Aeroflot 
management did a great deal of industry analysis 
and benchmarking. Saveliev insisted: “I am not 
inventing a bicycle – I look for the best practice 
and adopt it”. His core benchmarks were Turkish 
Airlines, Air France, British Airways and Lufthansa, 
but he also looked at the industry as a whole and 

beyond, as Kirill Androsov, 
Aeroflot chairman, confirmed

We took a hard look at the 

industry and we realized that 

traditional airlines – British 

Airways or Air France – will 

not survive. Low-cost airlines 

will kill them. In the future 

you can be either a low-cost 

or a premium airline.

Aeroflot decided to be a 
premium carrier

The new strategy was 
approved by the board in September 2011. To 
become a premium airline, first and foremost it 
had to provide premium service. For that, it had 
to assure safety, great planes, friendly on-board 
service, and seamless support on the ground. 
Providing a great safety experience meant Aeroflot 
had to focus on upgrading its fleet and customer 
service, and doing it in a profitable way. Russia’s 
geographic position provided a unique market 
opportunity – to link Europe with the emerging 

Trusting his own passenger 

experience, Saveliev turned 

to Asian airlines in search of 

best practice in preparing flight 

attendants. With the help of 

German Gref, Vitaly sent 60 

carefully selected flight attendants 

to Singapore Airlines Training 

Centre in charge of flight crew 

training among other activities 
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economies of East Asia, which also became a part 
of the new strategy.

Aeroflot made a significant 
investment in its fleet, 
acquiring new Airbuses, 
Boeings and Sukhoi Superjets, 
and becoming one of the 
youngest fleets in the world 
– 3.8 years (for comparison, 
KLM-Air France – 10.8 years). 
Management did a great job 
optimizing these acquisitions 
through diversification 
of suppliers and leasing, 
although by late 2014 some 
of these looked excessive.

Innovation was another 
element of the Aeroflot strategy. Management 
believed that a premium airline should surprise and 
delight its customers. Saveliev set an example by 
his constant search for innovation, scanning the 
world for ideas. He talked to friends, customers, 
experts, and read passenger’s complaints on 
Twitter. One of his favourite books was “A 
Complaint Is a Gift.”.

A lover of data, Saveliev 
turned Aeroflot into a data-
driven company, creating 
dozens of indicators of 
where the company stands 
in customer service, 
customer loyalty, fleet 
efficiency, food quality, 
etc. Vadim Zingman, VP 
for Customer Service, who 
had followed Saveliev from 
Sistema, explained the 
sophisticated system of 
collecting and analysing critical data – customers’ 
satisfaction, customers’ complaints, operational 
statistics, and competitors’ intelligence:

In every department we have people responsible 

for innovation. Today innovative ideas mostly 

come from these people and systemic solutions. 

The days of low-hanging fruit 

when Saveliev or other senior 

executives could come up 

with a brilliant idea based on 

common sense are gone.

In 2010, Aeroflot learned 
that its business class 
customers considered quality 
of food, entertainment 
and attractiveness of flight 
attendants as the three most 
important differentiators (an 
industry-wide assumption 
was that business passengers 
cared more about timing, 

ease of access and availability of lounges). 
Following these findings, the company rethought 
its customer service priorities for business class 
passengers.

According to Saveliev, Aeroflot had become a 
‘strategy-driven company’ and it had paid off. 
In the last five years passenger turnover had 
risen from 8 million a year to 21 million, while  

headcount went up from 
17,000 to 18,000 employees. 
Revenues rose from $2.8 
billion to $7 billion and net 
income from $122 million to 
$281 million. Saveliev believed 
that Aeroflot had become one 
of the most efficient European 
airlines.

It consistently won 
international awards for 
service quality and positive 

international press reviews. Among all European 
airlines, it had the highest customer loyalty index 
NPS (Net Promoter Score) – 67%.

In the last five years passenger 

turnover had risen from 8 

million a year to 21 million, while  

headcount went up from 17,000 to 

18,000 employees. Revenues rose 

from $2.8 billion to $7 billion and 

net income from $122 million to 

$281 million. Saveliev believed that 

Aeroflot had become one of the 

most efficient European airlines.

In five years, Saveliev and his team 

had put the ailing giant firmly 

back on a global track. Twice a year 

the Aeroflot management updated 

its strategy to take into account 

new global trends and stay ahead 

of the game. The board of directors 

ensured they did.
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In five years, Saveliev and his team had put the ailing 
giant firmly back on a global track. Twice a year the 
Aeroflot management updated its strategy to take 
into account new global trends and stay ahead of 
the game. The board of directors ensured they did.

Saveliev’s Leadership, 
Culture and Legacy 
Saveliev believed in reflective leadership:

I manage by variances. If I don’t see negative 

variances, I sit still. If something goes wrong, I 

dive in. A General Manager should create a team, 

allocate roles and let people work. I learned it both 

from books and my own experience. When at the age 

of 30 I spent a week in a hospital with work-related 

stress, I began to reflect on my management style 

and read management books.

His deputies admired their CEO but acknowledged 
that working for Saveliev is not easy. The word 
they use most often to describe their boss is 
‘tough’. As Dmitry Saprykin, VP for Sales and 
Assets Management, explained: “He is a tough 
manager. Initially it was not easy to communicate, 
but I learned a lot from him.” Shamil Kurmashov 
added: “Saveliev likes to say ‘I am a composer – you 
are performers’, but he is always concentrated, 
never late, loves structure and he delivers.” The 
experienced Callegari was more philosophical:  “He 
is tough. But it’s natural for an airline CEO.” 

Dmitry Saprykin explained how he was a role model 
and an effective mentor for his managers.:

Saveliev is very effective and efficient and we learn 

it from him. For example, he always says that we 

should not spend more than one hour discussing a 

question, if we don’t have a solution – let’s take a 

pause and meet again and I do the same. Being very 

performance oriented Saveliev taught me not to be 

afraid of making mistakes. It sounds simple, but it is 

not trivial in our culture.

Vitaly Saveliev’s role at Aeroflot had evolved over 
the last five years, as Saprykin acknowledged:

At the very beginning he centralized almost 

everything; I think that was also the way for him 

to understand the organization and to calibrate 

people. Since then we (VPs) have learned to solve 

operational problems and Saveliev can concentrate 

on higher levels.

Cultural change rather than stunning financial 
results was what Saveliev and his team were most 
proud of:

When I joined Aeroflot, I could not attend social 

functions – people would jump on me with their 

criticism of the company. Five years later, I proudly 

listen to compliments from people of very different 

backgrounds and tastes.

Vadim Zingman pointed to two major changes:

Internally we made people realize that they need 

to work to earn their salary; work for the customer 

not for themselves; we created a business culture. 

Externally – we built a prestigious airline with which 

people want to associate themselves.

The Future 
Saveliev believed in ambitious goals as effective 
management tools, but compared Aeroflot to other 
industry players, and to the targets set rather than 
its past: “I am not interested in celebrating old 
victories; I want to win new ones.” He aimed to 
make Aeroflot one of the top five European airlines 
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in market share, and to be the most profitable, in 
line with its stated goals by 2020:

•	 67 million passengers
•	 $ 1 billion operating profit
•	 383 liners
•	 45% market share in Russia
When asked “Is that possible given the current 
crisis?” he replied “Let’s meet in 2020!” 

 His strategy chief explained that Aeroflot is well-
positioned to withstand the crisis and even benefit 
from it, because it has “five types of planes for both 
long and medium haul flights; very competitive cost 
structure and no exposure to Latin America and 
Africa”.

Speaking about the future, Saveliev mentioned the 
issue most CEOs try to avoid – succession:

I have two potential successors, both within the 

company, and I will work on developing them. But 

I know that it’s not enough. I listened to a Boeing 

executive who said that they had a rule – to have two 

successors for today, another two for three years 

from now, and another two for six years from now. 

That is solid.

Did he think about his retirement? – “No time for 
that.” He plays tennis every morning, travels the 
world, and reads many books:

A business leader needs to know what is written 

about business, but should not limit himself to 

reading business books. I learn a lot from classic and 

contemporary literature.

Saveliev is an amateur photographer with more 
than 40,000 followers on Instagram. True to his 
innovative spirit, he  is using an original method 
of combining different photographic modes into 
one image, winning approval from a number of 
professional photographers.

In response to a final question about his legacy, he 
has no hesitation:

I work to make sure the innovation spirit is preserved 

when I am gone and I find myself proudly flying 

Aeroflot».
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Interview 
with Stephane 
Frappat

One of the CEOs in our rating of the most effective was Stephane Frappat, 
who, until March 2015, was the CEO of Sodruzhestvo Group, one of the lead-
ing agroindustrial companies. The group demonstrated steady 15% growth 
over the last 10 years. We spoke with Stephane about the particularities of 
managing a Russian company and his interaction with the owner.

Stephane, how did you become the СЕО of 
Sodruzhestvo? 

It’s a pretty long story. I became acquainted with 
Sodruzhestvo when I was the CEO of Aventis in the 
CIS at the end of the 1990s. Sodruzhestvo became 
our client: we sold them seeds and helped them 
financially by investing in their facilities. When I 
left as CEO, Sodruzhestvo made me an offer, which 
I turned down to work in Aventis’ headquarters 
in France. But after a certain amount of time I 
understood that the development prospects within 

Aventis were less interesting than I expected, and I 
accepted Sodruzhestvo’s offer, joining the company 
as COO in 2002. At that time the company was not 
very big – it only earned about $100 mln in revenues 
per year. I tried to integrate best practices that were 
widespread in Europe, in budgeting, management, 
performance assessment, KPIs, client analysis, strategic 
planning (which had not been done previously). We 
decided to sell our non-core assets and focus on the 
main business. After a year I left the company due 
to disagreements, mainly related to human resource 
management.
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Disagreements with the owner?

Yes, which, in my view, is a fairly common situation 
for a business during a period of growth. The 
managers who ran the company at the time had 
been there when it was founded. When I said that 
it would be difficult to move to the next stage of 
development with them, it was not taken well by 
the owner, so I left. In the years following these 
managers either left the company on their own 
or were dismissed because their competence did 
not meet the needs of the company’s founder. A 
few years later, the owner brought me back, and I 
rejoined the company in 2008 as the full-fledged 
CEO.

However, it’s important to note that during the 
years I didn’t work at the company, I remained on 
the board of directors. I remained involved in the 
business and provided advice to the owner, reviewed 
documents. We never burned bridges.

What was your plan when you came back?

I came back in July 2008, and you know what 
happened in August. Whatever plan I had in July was 
irrelevant one month later. After a month of working 
in the company I went into the owner’s office 
and said that everything was easier than I initially 
thought, and a few days later the nightmare started. 
Once we had dealt with the crisis, we came back to 
our original plans – from day one, we never lost sight 
of our goals. The goal was to make Sodruzhestvo 
into an international company.

How did this idea come about? Many Russian 
businesses are afraid to be international. Was 
this your idea, or the owner’s?

I think it was both of ours. I think the owner had 
wanted to, but realized that he couldn’t do it on 
his own. And I didn’t have the desire to manage an 
exclusively Russian company, even a million-dollar 

one – been there, done that. But I had experience 
transforming a Russian company into an international 
one, so our goals and egos coincided.

Another reason, which is more acute: to be a 
Russian company, to build assets in Russia and not 
be politically connected, to have no allies with the 
authorities is a risk that needs to be diversified. And 
one of the ways to do that is by having non-Russian 
shareholders, an international scope, in order to make 
business more difficult to manage.

Looking back on the seven years you led 
the company, what are your primary 
achievements? What are you proud of? 

We built a truly international company. When I 
joined Sodruzhestvo, revenues totaled $703 mln, 
and 95% of that was from Russia and the CIS 
countries. Out of 1,000 employees, there were 
only two foreigners, including myself. All of our 
assets were in Russia, and all of our accounts were 
in Russian banks – that is something I managed to 
change over the last seven years.

First of all, we were able to attract an international 
team that joined our company not out of a desire to 
make money, but because of the history and growth 
we demonstrated that other companies in the 
industry couldn’t over the last five years.

Of course, some newcomers couldn’t integrate, some 
failed, some didn’t fit. But overall, I think that we were able 
to integrate different cultures, on both an individual and 
overall level. Today, we have 250 employees in Brazil that 
need to understand how a Russian company works, and we 
need to understand how the Brazilians think and work.

The second important achievement was the 
diversification of our financial resources. Seven years ago 
we worked with just 2-3 banks, and now we have 20-30, 
including leading European banks that recognize and 
service us, including through loan provision.
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Did you sell a portion of your assets?

Yes, we sold a 10% stake in the Japanese company 
Mitsui – I’m also proud of this, we spent nearly two 
years in negotiations.

And now the company has become more 
international?

Today the Russian market 
comprises about 30% 
of revenues, and the CIS 
countries – another 20%. The 
remaining 50% comes from 
the international market

Was all of the growth 
driven by foreign markets? 

It’s a bit complicated, as 
a significant portion of 
production is done in our 
Russian assets.

We became one of the top five Russian exporters of 
industrial goods. For example, we have one factory 
that produces exclusively for international clients. 
95% of our oil is exported globally, from Australia to 
Cuba. But these are niche markets, our main markets 
are in Europe and North Africa.

How do you explain these achievements? And 
what is your contribution to this success?

As one of my friends says, “you are forcing me to step 
outside of my natural humility.” The first is hard work.

What does this mean for you? Long hours at 
work, or something else?

Yes, it means a lot of hours spent at work. But hours 
spent effectively, directed toward an understanding 
of the very essence of operational activity. I 
don’t like micromanaging but, unfortunately, 

sometimes it must be done. When you reach the 
size of our company, several problems arise that 
require micromanagement, typically those based 
on personal relationships. You should discover 
something new and share that with your company 
and employees. When we invested in Brazil, I was 
traveling there twice a month. It took up a lot of 

my time but was necessary 
for the company

A second point – it’s necessary 
to rely on both your own 
humility and your ego. As far 
as humility goes, you need to 
understand that everything 
isn’t about you, it’s about 
the company. But at the 
same time, you are the face 
of the company, you can’t 
be unprofessional. In some 
situations you have to inflate 
your ego – especially abroad, 
for example, this is important 
for European bankers.

A CEO should also develop empathy, which is 
necessary for any situation in life, but especially 
when confronted with different circumstances. 
When you don’t have empathy, and you coldly 
examine a problem without trying to understand 
what people are thinking from the other side of the 
table, attaining success is going to be extremely 
difficult.

Another important thing is being firm with 
shareholders, the ability to assert your point of 
view. If shareholders want to do something that 
you think is wrong, then you shouldn’t do it. You 
don’t have to give the green light to the owners’ 
every initiative just because they are the owners. 
At the same time, you shouldn’t forget about the 
owners – it’s an issue of transforming a family 
company into a capitalist one with the right 
corporate governance. I see myself as a manager 

We became one of the top 

five Russian exporters of 

industrial goods. For example, we 

have one factory that produces 

exclusively for international 

clients. 95% of our oil is exported 

globally, from Australia to Cuba. 

But these are niche markets, our 

main markets are in Europe and 

North Africa.
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of change, one who is trying to transform the 
company, and the owners have the right to decide 
where they want to stop this transformation.

How do you divide your time? Looking at the 
primary stakeholders – how much time do 
you spend with the owners, top managers, 
the remaining company employees? What 
percent of your working time do you spend 
on working with external stakeholders 
(suppliers, clients, regulators?)

I could say that I spend 50-60% of my time with 
my employees, including regional management, 
about 10% with external s takeholders, 10% with 
top management and 10% communicating with 
the owners. Of course, there is a difference in 
the process of negotiating with investors: there 
I spend 50% of my time discussing terms with 
them, and the other 50% with the owners.

What is the most difficult aspect of your work?

First of all, being far away from my family. Secondly, 
maintaining the right balance between different 
approaches and languages. It’s very important for me to 
speak the language – I can hardly imagine how I would 
work in Brazil without any knowledge of Portuguese. Or 
to be the CEO of a Russian company without knowing 
Russian. Actually, to return to the start of our discussion 
– one of the reasons I left Aventis was my fear over 
leading the division in China. I would have had to spend 
way too much time learning Chinese. I think that some 
of my success in Russia is attributable to the fact that I 
speak Russian.

The Russian business culture and business 
environment is one based on relationships of 
strength, where everything is resolved through 
conflict and there is no understanding of 
compromise. Meanwhile, the exact opposite is true 
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in Brazil – the Brazilians will do anything to avoid 
conflict: they never say no, they will simply not fulfill 
your request; in Russia your orders will be carried out, 
even if people disagree with them.

Another difficulty is that you are always between a 
rock and a hard place: between the realities of Russian 
business and the desires of the primary owner. And 
that’s something you need to deal with.

And how do you deal with that? Are there any 
techniques or methods?

Again, this is based on empathy – you should be sure 
that all involved parties believe what you say and 
believe that you are acting in the company’s best 
interest. Relationships should be open. You should 
be sure that the owner isn’t trying to play mind 
games with you, and if he does, remind him that it 
shouldn’t be that way. This is work. No one coddled 

me. And we must continue to work together as long 
as we have common goals and a common vision for 
the company’s future.

As far as I know, you decided to step down as 
CEO, right?

Yes.

Why? What will be your role and – as I 
understand, the company founder replaced you 
– is this temporary?

This is part of the shareholder’s agreement – in the case 
of the CEO’s departure, his temporary replacement is 
the chairman of the board of directors, which in the 
case of Sodruzhestvo is the company’s founder. The 
reason why I left is because tomorrow, my son will be 
three months old, and I haven’t even spent half that 
time with him. This was a difficult decision for me, and 
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given the current situation in the Russian economy, I 
wondered if it wasn’t an irresponsible decision. But I 
don’t see a near-term solution to the situation in Russia, 
and I’ll waste my whole life waiting for the situation in 
Russia to improve. That’s the main reason.

This hadn’t been your long-term plan? You 
decided this recently?

No. The idea had been in my head for awhile. I had 
already spent 7 years as CEO and 14 years total with 
the company. I always said 
that a CEO, like a president, 
should not give himself more 
than 10 years.

But you had no successor 
on the horizon?

No. The first time I talked 
to the owners about a 
possible successor, they were 
offended. I had to explain 
that I didn’t intend to leave, 
but that we should be ready 
in case we weren’t right for 
each other. We didn’t have 
any kind of plan for succession, the owner and I just 
talked about my departure in detail a few months 
before it happened.

We discussed it and, on the one hand, it would have 
been nice to remain on the board of directors, but 
on the other hand, I am more and more inclined to 
think that it isn’t necessary.

Research shows that if a previous CEO 
remains on the board of directors and, 
particularly, becomes the chairman, it makes 
the new CEO’s work more difficult.

Alexander [Lutsenko, owner of Sodruzhestvo] 
offered for me to chair the board of directors, but I 
don’t think it’s a good idea.

Stephane, the last question. You already 
talked about this, but could you sum up 

in a few words the 
particularities of being the 
CEO of a Russian private 
company? 

I don’t see any particular 
specificities: everything is the 
same as in any other family-
owned company in the world, 
except for maybe high-
tech companies, which are 
dominated by a completely 
different way of thinking. 

But between French, Brazilian, 
and Russian enterprises, I 

see little difference. The main issue is effective 
corporate governance, which is still not entrenched 
in Russian culture. 

The main thing is the uncertainty in which 
businesses operate in Russia, and a CEO should be 
able to deal with it

But between French, Brazilian, 

and Russian enterprises, I see 

little difference. The main issue is 

effective corporate governance, 

which is still not entrenched in 

Russian culture.  

The main thing is the uncertainty 

in which businesses operate in 

Russia, and a CEO should be able 

to deal with it
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11. Tadashi Yanai, Fast Retailing
12. David Novak, Yum Brands
13. Michael Wolf, Swedbank
14. Pablo Isla Álvarez de Tejera, Inditex
15. Marc Benioff, Salesforce.com

16. Oscar Gonzalez Rocha, Southern Copper
17. Stephen Wynn, Wynn Resorts
18. James Taiclet Jr., American Tower
19. Elmar Degenhart, Continental
20. George Paz, Express Scripts

1. Jeffrey Bezos, Amazon
2. John Martin, Gilead Sciences
3. John Chambers, Cisco Systems
4. David Pyott, Allergan
5. David Simon, Simon Property Group

6. Lars Rebien Sørensen, Novo Nordisk
7. Hugh Grant, Monsanto
8. J. Michael Pearson, Valeant Pharmaceuticals
9. Mark Donegan, Precision Castparts
10. William Doyle, Potash Corp
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21–22. Tsai Ming-Kai, MediaTek 
21–22. Paolo Rocca, Tenaris 
23. Reed Hastings, Netflix
24. Ronald Havner Jr., Public Storage
25. Michael Balmuth, Ross Stores
26. Daniel Hajj Aboumrad, América Móvil
27. Debra Cafaro, Ventas
28. James Gallogly, LyondellBasell
29. Christopher Connor, Sherwin-Williams
30. Djalma Bastos de Morais, Cemig
31. Paul Bisaro, Actavis
32–33. Jon Fredrik Baksaas, Telenor 
32–33. Renato Alves Vale, CCR 
34–35. Alexander Cutler, Eaton 
34–35. Stephen Luczo, Seagate Technology 
36. Gordon Nixon, Royal Bank of Canada
37. Kent Thiry, DaVita
38. H. Lawrence Culp Jr., Danaher
39. Charles Davidson, Noble Energy
40. George Scangos, Biogen Idec
41. Ulf Schneider, Fresenius
42. Dan Dinges, Cabot Oil & Gas
43. Simon Wolfson, Next
44. Michael Ward, CSX
45. Fujio Mitarai, Canon
46. Carlos Alves de Brito, Anheuser-Busch InBev
47–48. Ed Clark, Toronto-Dominion Bank 
47–78. Joseph Papa, Perrigo 
49. Philip Pascall, First Quantum
50. John Wren, Omnicom
51. Carol Meyrowitz, TJX
52. Nick Hayek Jr., Swatch
53. John Hammergren, McKesson
54–55. Howard Schultz, Starbucks 
54–55. Blake Nordstrom, Nordstrom 
56. Frank Hermance, Ametek
57. Bruce Flatt, Brookfield Asset Management
58. Jeffrey Sprecher, InterContinental Exchange
59. Wolfgang Reitzle, Linde
60. Robert Iger, Walt Disney
61. Benoît Potier, Air Liquide
62. William Rhodes III, AutoZone

63. Monty Moran, Chipotle Mexican Grill
64. Ajaypal Banga, MasterCard
65. Richard Cousins, Compass Group
66–67. Terry Lundgren, Macy’s 
66–67.  Benjamin Steinbruch,  

Companhia Siderúrgica Nacional 
68. Randall Hogan, Pentair
69. Gregory Case, Aon
70–71.  André Desmarais, Power  

Corporation of Canada 
70–71.  Paul Desmarais Jr., Power  

Corporation of Canada 
72. Ola Rollén, Hexagon
73. Herbert Hainer, Adidas
74. Lars Rasmussen, Coloplast
75. George Weston, Associated British Foods
76. Mark Parker, Nike
77. David Zaslav, Discovery Communications
78. Ed Heffernan, Alliance Data Systems
79. Peter Rogers, Babcock
80. Gregory Henslee, O’Reilly Automotive
81. Fabrizio Freda, Estée Lauder
82. Scott Saxberg, Crescent Point Energy
83. Tsai Eng-Meng, Want Want China Holdings
84. Eric Wiseman, VF
85. He Guangbei, BOC Hong Kong
86–87. Gregory Johnson, Franklin Resources 
86–87. Michael Mussallem, Edwards Lifesciences
88. Jean-Paul Clozel, Actelion
89. Martin Winterkorn, Volkswagen
90. Kari Henrik Stadigh, Sampo
91. Lars Renström, Alfa Laval
92. Michael Kowalski, Tiffany & Company
93. John Finnegan, Chubb
94. Jacques Aschenbroich, Valeo
95. Jean-Paul Luksic, Antofagasta
96. Edward Matthew Tracy, Sands China
97. Gregory Goodman, Goodman
98. Franck Riboud, Danone
99. Brian Jellison, Roper Industries
100. Willard Oberton, Fastenal
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