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Introduction 

The average tenure of a Chief Marketing Officer at an S&P 500 company is now 4.1 years, and it has been 

shortening for over a decade. Boards and CEOs have largely treated this as a hiring problem, a sign that 

the wrong person keeps getting chosen for the role. The data suggests something different. Across 

companies, the pattern that precedes a short CMO tenure is not a skills gap in the person hired. It is a 

structural gap in what they were hired to fix, present before they accepted the role and still present after 

they leave it. 

This guide is intended to help a reader check whether their organization fits that pattern right now, 

before the next hire becomes the next data point. 
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How to Use This Guide 

What follows is not an argument to be read start to finish and accepted or rejected. It is a set of four 

stages, each with a short list of observable markers that can be checked against a specific organization 

rather than judged in the abstract. Most organizations will not match every marker in every stage. That is 

expected. The value of the exercise is in seeing how many markers apply and at which stage, since the 

stage where the pattern is strongest usually points to where the actual structural fix needs to happen. 

Each stage covers one part of a repeating cycle: how a CMO gets hired to solve a problem that isn't a 

hiring problem, why the person hired is then positioned to fail regardless of their competence, what the 

organization typically does once that failure becomes visible, and what accumulates each time the cycle 

repeats. A reader working through all four stages in order will generally find the same organization 

showing up at more than one stage, which is itself part of what the guide is designed to surface. 
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STAGE ONE 

Conflation at Hire 

When a company's marketing outcomes fall short of expectations, the response is almost always the 

same. A search begins for a new CMO. The premise behind that search is rarely questioned: that the 

right person, with the right resume and the right prior wins elsewhere, can solve whatever has been 

going wrong. In a meaningful share of cases, that premise is the first mistake in the cycle. 

The pattern researchers have identified is a conflation between two different kinds of problems that look 

identical from the outside. One is a talent problem, where the organization genuinely lacks someone 

with the skill to execute marketing well. The other is a structural problem in which the authority, budget, 

and cross-functional access needed to succeed simply don't exist for whoever holds the title, regardless 

of their skill. Organizations searching for a new CMO are almost always trying to solve the first problem. 

In many cases, what they actually have is the second. 

This matters because the two problems call for entirely different solutions, and only one of them is fixed 

by hiring. 

Check your organization against the following before the next search begins. 

□​ The job description centers on outcomes such as alignment, pipeline, or growth, without naming a 

specific marketing function or capability the candidate is expected to bring. 

□​ The hiring committee includes few or no people who hold structural authority over the systems 

the new CMO will be expected to influence, such as product, sales operations, or data 

infrastructure. 

□​ The previous CMO's departure was attributed internally to performance, without a clear account 

of what authority or resources they did or didn't have relative to what they were accountable for. 

An organization that matches two or more of these is very likely hiring someone to solve a problem 
that isn't a hiring problem. What happens next, regardless of who is chosen, is the subject of stage 
two. 
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STAGE TWO 

The Competence Gap 

The person hired in stage one is, in most cases, genuinely capable. They have relevant experience, a track 

record from a prior company, and the specific skills the search process screened for. None of that 

changes what happens next, because the gap they are stepping into was never a skills gap in the first 

place. 

Research into this pattern describes it as an accountability gap, sometimes referred to as the eight 

percent problem, where a CMO is held responsible for outcomes that depend on decisions and budget 

they do not actually control. Product roadmap decisions, sales process changes, and data infrastructure 

investments all shape marketing outcomes as much as anything marketing itself can, yet in many 

organizations, the CMO has limited or no formal standing in any of those areas. The result is a role where 

success depends on influence the person was never given, and failure becomes very difficult to 

distinguish from incompetence from the outside, even when the actual cause has nothing to do with the 

CMO's ability. 

This is the point in the cycle where the organization's original diagnosis, that the last hire was the wrong 

person, gets reinforced rather than corrected, because the new hire tends to struggle in the same way 

the last one did. 

Check your organization against the following. 

□​ The CMO's budget control does not extend across the channels or functions on which they are 

evaluated. 

□​ Cross-functional decisions that materially affect marketing outcomes, such as product roadmap or 

sales process design, sit entirely outside the CMO's reporting line or formal input. 

□​ Performance metrics for the role were finalized before the CMO had visibility into or influence 

over the systems they would need to shape to meet them. 

Two or more of these present in an organization mean the gap was built into the role before the 
person in it had a chance to close it. What the organization typically does once this becomes visible is 
the subject of stage three. 
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STAGE THREE 

The Consolidation Response 

Once the gap from stage two becomes visible, usually through missed targets, friction with other 

departments, or a CMO's own frustration surfacing internally, organizations tend to respond in a specific 

way. Rather than examining whether the CMO was ever given the authority the role required, the more 

common move is structural consolidation, folding marketing under an existing function such as sales or 

placing it under a newly created Chief Revenue Officer. 

This response is understandable on its own terms. Consolidation looks like decisive action; it produces a 

visible change in the org chart that signals the problem is being taken seriously, and it can genuinely 

simplify certain reporting relationships. What it does not, in most cases, do is resolve the actual 

authority mismatch identified in stage two. The CMO, or the marketing function now operating under a 

different title, still lacks control over the cross-functional decisions that determine whether marketing 

succeeds. The reporting line has changed. The structural condition underneath it has not. 

This is the stage where organizations are most likely to believe they have solved the problem, which is 

part of why the cycle tends to repeat rather than resolve. 

Check your organization against the following. 

□​ A reporting-line change involving marketing has occurred, or is under active discussion, within the 

past eighteen months. 

□​ That change is being framed internally as a fix or a solution, rather than as a response to a specific, 

named structural cause. 

□​ The authority mismatch described in stage two, over budget, product input, or sales process 

access, persists after the change, just under a different reporting structure. 

Two or more of these present mean the organization has likely changed its org chart without changing 
the condition that made the org chart change feel necessary. What accumulates each time this 
happens is the subject of stage four, the final stage. 
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STAGE FOUR 

The Compounding Cost 

The first three stages of this cycle can occur once, in isolation, without necessarily doing lasting damage. 

Research on this pattern shows that they rarely occur once. Organizations that hire into a structural gap, 

watch a capable CMO struggle under it, and then consolidate reporting lines without addressing the 

underlying mismatch tend to repeat the same sequence with the next hire, and the one after that. It is 

the repetition, not any single instance, that incurs the cost described at this stage. 

The clearest evidence of this is tenure itself. The average tenure of a CMO at an S&P 500 company now 

stands at 4.1 years, and that figure has been declining for more than a decade. A single bad fit can 

explain a single short tenure. A sustained, industry-wide decline in tenure length is harder to explain that 

way, and far easier to explain as the visible result of the same structural cycle recurring across many 

organizations at once. 

Tenure is not the only place the cost shows up. Marketing spend efficiency tends to decline over 

successive cycles even when spend levels hold steady, since each new CMO spends a portion of their 

limited tenure re-diagnosing a problem the organization has already lived through more than once. 

Candidate pools for the next search often narrow as word of an organization's pattern circulates within 

an industry, and the search itself takes longer each time. None of these outcomes are visible in a single 

hiring cycle. They become visible only in the aggregate, which is why the cost compounds quietly until it 

becomes difficult to ignore. 

Check your organization against the following. 

□​ Average CMO tenure has shortened across the past two to three hiring cycles. 

□​ Marketing spend efficiency, however the organization measures it internally, has declined even as 

spend levels held steady or increased. 

□​ Each successive CMO search has taken longer, or drawn a narrower candidate pool, than the one 

before it. 

Two or more of these present mean the cost is no longer isolated to any single hire. It is accumulating, 
and it will continue to accumulate under the next hire and the one after that, unless the structural 
condition identified across the first three stages is addressed directly rather than absorbed into 
another search. 

Where This Comes From 

The pattern described across these four stages draws on published third-party research rather than a 

single organization's internal data, including CMO tenure figures from Spencer Stuart, spend and budget 
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findings from Gartner's CMO Spend Survey, and additional analysis on reporting-line structures and role 

accountability from the Marketing Architecture Institute's own working paper series. None of the 

observable markers in this guide are speculative. Each stage is grounded in independently published 

evidence that readers can verify directly. 
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Naming the Pattern 

What the four stages describe, taken together, is not four unrelated problems. It is a single structural 

condition showing up at four different points in an organization's hiring cycle. When authority over 

marketing outcomes is distributed differently from accountability for those outcomes, the mismatch 

does not resolve itself through better hiring or by reorganizing reporting lines. It resolves only when the 

structure itself is deliberately designed so that authority and accountability sit in the same place. 

This is the condition the Marketing Architecture Institute refers to as a violation of the Law of Authority 

and Accountability™, one of the Three Laws of Marketing Architecture™ that govern how a marketing 

function is built to withstand pressure rather than collapse. A related condition, where the systems and 

processes marketing depends on were never deliberately designed at all, falls under the Law of 

Structural Alignment™. Organizations matching several markers across the four stages are very likely 

living with both. 

What to Do Next 

Recognizing the pattern is the first step. Addressing it is a design problem, not a hiring problem, and it 

requires someone with the standing and the training to build the authority structure the role has been 

missing all along. This is the specific gap the Certified Marketing Architecture Officer™ credential and 

the broader governance model behind it were built to close: equipping a leader not just to perform in 

the role but to redesign the structure within which the role sits. 

That work begins with an accurate diagnosis. This guide was designed to enable that diagnosis before 

another hiring cycle repeats the pattern. 
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About the Marketing Architecture Institute 

The Marketing Architecture Institute (MAI) is a professional standards body governing the discipline of 

Marketing Architecture™, with a mission to advance it as a governed, credentialed field comparable in 

rigor to established institutional bodies such as Gartner, Forrester, and Harvard Business Review-level 

publishing. MAI's work spans doctrine development, publishing infrastructure, certification, 

conformance assessment, research, and membership systems, anchored in the Marketing Architecture 

Body of Knowledge (MABOK™), a four-volume reference spanning twenty-two domains across five 

clusters. MAI's credentialing system advances practitioners through the CMAA, CMA™, and CMAO™ 

ladder, as well as the lateral CMGB™ governance credential. Marketing Architecture Institute 

publications, including this paper, are produced in accordance with MAI's editorial standards for canon 

fidelity, verified sourcing, and doctrinal consistency across the discipline's growing body of work. 
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