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ABSTRACT 

Griinberg, J., 2002: Problematic Departures. CEO Exits in Large Swedish Publicly 
Traded Corporations. Written in English. 244 pp. Uppsala. 

The CEO departure is an important mechanism in corporate governance. It is by using 
this mechanism that boards of directors may discipline management. This study 
examines departures in the governance of large Swedish corporations. 

The study builds on three kinds of data. Thirteen former CEOs and chairmen in large 
Swedish publicly traded corporations have been interviewed. Also, the presentation of 
departures in annual reports of Swedish publicly traded corporations during the period 
1987-1996 has been studied. Finally, two case studies were made of how the business 

press reports on departures. The study has used qualitative research methods and a 

particular aim has been to understand departures as processes. 
The results offer a more comprehensive understanding of departures as governance 

mechanisms. The problematic departure evolves contrary to expectations of normal 
departures. Important characteristics of the problematic departure are that they are often 

troubling to directors, chairmen and CEOs, while they to a general public appear as 

dramatic and interesting. This expressive character of the departure influences the 

management of the departure process. This is an important complement to how a 

departure often is perceived and classified as either voluntary or involuntary. 
This thesis describes the problematic departure as a process developing through four 

stages: sensing, taking action, departing, and recommencing. The process involves 

many important problems, such as the evaluation of the CEO, the question of which 
actors are to participate in such evaluation, and finally how information about the 

departure is to be managed. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

1.1. Introduction 

This thesis deals with the departures of CEOs in large Swedish publicly traded 
corporations. The aim is to contribute to the understanding of governance in the modern 
business corporation where ownership and control are separated. The control of 
departures is a governance device that is generally attributed great efficacy. When such 

authority is exercised we may encounter firings or forced exits, which are the kinds of 
departures that are often suddenly announced and for some irksome reason seem 

inherently fascinating and that provoke curiosity. I wish to learn how business leaders 

depart from their positions. 
Not all departures are dramatically framed, rather, departures belong to those 

organizational phenomena that are hard to escape. It may be said that all holders of 
leadership positions will eventually depart since eternal terms are ultimately hindered 

by human mortality. Although obvious, this circumstance is nevertheless of significance 
for the design of organizational arrangements regulating the succession of individuals in 

leadership positions. Chiefly it demands the institution of different administrative 

arrangements that ensure at least a measure of orderliness to the succession process. 

Examples include: procedures that regulate the length of terms in office, mechanisms 
for the selection of leaders, and the regulation of who holds the right to promote and 
demote the leader'. It is not certain that there is a plan for the departure of the CEO at 
some predetermined point in time. The conception of the plan may, at this stage, be read 
as a metaphor for what is predictable and therefore possible to contain by administrative 
measures. The desirability of the plan may make it a popular element in retrospective 
rationalization. There may of course be differences between societal sectors such as 

business and politics. In the latter terms in office may be, and often are, legislatively 

predetermined. 

' 
When it comes to political systems the mechanisms for selection may be used for classification in, for 

example, elective or hereditary systems (Watkins, 1942). 
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Such administrative arrangements indicate a dependence on planning and prediction 
and the regulation of succession therefore seems to necessitate constructions that 
emphasize stability and continuity2. However, plans change, often because they depend 
on unpredictable or unknown circumstances. These are just the kind of contingencies 
that tend to constitute organizational life, imbuing it with uncertainty1. 

If taking such a fundamental uncertainty into account, then terms in office should not 

necessarily be expected to follow predetermined plans. For example, a retirement that is 

planned to take place some other time, perhaps at a predetermined point in time, may 

very well be replaced by a departure that unfolds, at an unexpectedly rapid pace, 

contrary to plan. Such contradictions to plan are perhaps more common than usually 
assumed. Bass (1991:695) cites sources that show evidence of median tenures for a 

CEO as lasting for five years while the expectations for tenures tend towards ten years. 
The unplanned, unexpected, and dramatic element is typical for the kind of 

departures of corporate chief executives that are the subject of this thesis. The argument 
that I bring forward is that if attempting to understand and explain such departures of 
chief executives officers in business corporations, one must take into account influences 
that are not only related to the instrumental aspects of action, but also to the expressive 

aspects that are emotive, symbol laden, and in part culturally and institutionally 
influenced. I will call these departures problematic, taking off from the dictionary's 
definition of problematic as "difficult of solution or decision; doubtful, uncertain, 
questionable"4. 

Departures of leaders are intimately related to organizational performance. For the 

very problem of succession to appear there need to be organizations that outlive the 
terms in office of the position holders5: a performance that is at least adequate for 
organizational survival is thus a precondition for departures. Leaders are also seen as 

accountable for performance and thus organizational leaders are put into relation with 
both the history and the future of the organization. Firstly the leaders are (or at least can 

be) held accountable for past performance. But, in contrast, also hopes for future 
success (or perhaps dread of continued failure) may be, and most likely are, tied to the 
leaders. While resolving issues of accountability may be seen as stabilizing (although 
sometimes emotionally unsettling), the change of leaders also entails the redirection of 
orientations toward the future that may imply uncertainty and instability. Departures are 

thus strongly related to organizational viability and stability. 
The classic considerations of succession and departures come from the field of 

political governance and have mainly been concerned with the institutions and practice 

2 Such constructions may, but need not, be organizational rules or routines. 
3 Weber (1977:99) points out that it is the task of social science to point to which the unintended 
consequences are. This will increase the likelihood of wise choices by decision makers. See also Merton 
(1968).
4 

Oxford English Dictionary, 2nd ed. 
5 Consider Weber's (1978) discussion of the routinization of the unstable charisma of leaders. 
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of states and statesmen6, but the term governance has more recently come to be used for 
considerations of the owning and running of businesses7. The question is if it is merely a 

metaphor adding some stately grandeur to the uppermost hierarchical level of the 

corporation or if it is a useful complement to the term management in describing the use 

of control in business organizations. I think that the term governance has a value in that 
it in part turns attention to macro phenomena such as the structures created by 

legislation or the characteristics of different financial systems. The discussion of 
corporate governance also holds issues that deal with the relations between the actors in 
the corporate top amongst themselves as well as with external constituencies (Fligstein 
& Freeland, 1995; Roe, 1994). Governing may also be seen as a type of action distinct 
from management. Perhaps the difference can be detected in the importance of values in 

top-level decision making and organizing8. Governance can be seen as the upkeeping of 
the central institutional features of an organization. In the words of Selznick (1992:290): 

To govern is to accept responsibility for the whole life of the institution. This is a 

burden quite different from the rational coordination of specialized activities. 
Governance takes account of all the interests that affect the viability, competence 
and moral character of an enterprise /.../ Therefore governance cannot take 
obedience for granted. Rather, governance comes into play at the margin of 
harmony and in the shadow of dissensus; it begins where the zone of indifference 
ends. 

The separation of ownership and control in the modern business corporation is the 
central problem in corporate governance. The separation is established by the creation 
of the corporation as a distinct legal person. That separation would not contribute to a 

control problem if the interests of owners and managers were aligned and information 
was symmetrically shared. With the ascendancy of different categories of actors 

specializing in either ownership or control such an alignment of interests and 
information was no longer a reasonable assumption. The classic formulation of the 
problem was stated by Berle & Means (1932). The reasons for the separation have also 
been explained in terms of political analysis (Roe, 1994) as a complement to Berle & 
Means view of technological developments requiring vast amounts of new capital. It 
must be noted that the empirical separation of ownership and control follows different 

6 For example Pareto's (Pareto, 1973) theories of the circulation of élites and from Michels' (Michels, 
1948) studies of political parties and their oligarchic tendencies. Their analysis is however more 
concerned with the succession of groups, rather than persons, in power. More generally, contributions are 
to be found in writers on governance. Machiavelli, for example, is in The Prince sensitive to the role of 
the newly ascended position holder. 
7 

Explicit use of the term is found since the 1960's (see Eells, 1962), but it increases from the late eighties 
and the concept is particularly in vogue during the mid-nineties (e. g. Charkham, 1995).
8 Consider the means-ends hierarchy, described by Simon (1957:63) as a tangled web, in which values 
become progressively more central yet constantly harder to grasp. 
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patterns in different countries, and Sweden is one of these exceptions where there are 

many shareholders with significant shares (e.g. Glete, 1993). 
The control problem and its implications can be viewed in terms of the forms and 

consequences of the power structures in and for society (see Scott, 1997), but interest is 
also turned to how managers are made to act in a manner that is in accord with the 
interests of the owners or how the very same managers escape those attempts at 
control9. The control problem thus also turns attention to the institutional aspects of the 
business corporation; aspect that require systems and means for discipline and 

governance. This is a problem that has been considered at the organizational level, for 
example in studies of boards of directors (Hill, 1995; McNulty & Pettigrew, 1999; Zald, 
1965). Financial economists, among others, have dealt with the problem under the 

heading of "agency theory" (Jensen & Meckling, 1976; Mitnick, 1997). 
Controlling the succession of managers is one way to exert influence. The statement 

that "the most important task of the board of directors is to appoint and demote the 
executive" is by many held to be of axiomatic character. In the discussion of corporate 

governance departures as control instruments are often denoted by the concept 
disciplining10. The term sounds very severe to Swedish ears. Such disciplining exists as 

a threat of possible departure as well as the actual carrying out of that force the position 
holder to leave the corporation. 

The market for corporate control is to some extent assumed to exercise such 

disciplining by causing the removal of insufficiently performing management 

(Rappaport, 1990; Schleifer & Vishny, 1988), although as Franks & Mayer (1996) note, 
take-overs that are characterized by high management turnover do not always have to 
have been characterized by poor performance prior to the take-overs. Disciplining 
means forcing someone to depart and the result of the disciplining may be considered in 
formulations such as the following two examples: 

Instead of sympathy for displaced executives from poorly performing firms, many 

observers believe that these executives got what they deserved and their 
replacements will be an improvement. (Canella & Hambrick, 1993:141) 

Managers of many other companies were probably scared enough to restrain their 
deviations from value maximization. In fact, some have beaten potential acquirers 
to the punch by taking on more debt and selling off divisions to escape a hostile bid 
or to deter one. (Schleifer & Vishny, 1988:13) 

9 Governance may thus be considered in terms of both structures and action. 
10 The issue of discipline and the enforcement is a classic theme concerning military and economic 
organizations (Weber, 1968). Even though concern is often for organizational members rather than 
leaders the question of who disciplines leaders is relevant (see Bourdieu (1996), Deetz (1992), or Kieser, 
(1998)). Answers can be sought after in historical processes where power and identity are blended, 
transmitted, and embedded. 
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The efficiency of the market for corporate control as a disciplinary mechanism has been 
contested (e. g. Franks & Mayer, 1996). Jensen (1993) has argued that many of the 
control forces acting on the corporation, such as capital markets and regulatory systems, 
have failed in achieving the efficient use of capital in the business corporation. 
Although he points out that the same condition applies to the internal control systems 

(particularly the board of directors and a board culture characterized by "politeness and 

courtesy" (p. 863)) he sees these as possible to influence while the external control 
forces are not. The systems and procedures for disciplining should be seen as a part of 
such an internal control. Franks, Mayer, and Rennebog (2001) point to differences in 
the exercise of disciplining between the United Kingdom and the United States, while 

they find that non-executive directors perform a disciplining function in the United 
States they do not find one in the United Kingdom. In the UK the directors are 

described as performing an advisory role. 
To view the exit of the CEO as an instance of disciplining thus means that the 

situation after the exit provides less of rewards and tangible benefits than before: most 
typically a discontinuation of payment. But, there is also an expressive side that 
involves degradation and the loss of status. The degradation may also be seen as a way 

of setting examples (in the language of Schleifer & Vishny making the managers 

"scared enough") - examples that may be directed at a greater audience than that which 
is internal to the top of a particular corporation. As such the departure is an example of 
the enforcement of discipline and one may ask if such organizational actions can change 

discipline by causing normative adaptations or whether they only reinforce a current 
discipline. 

My work on this thesis was first prompted by asking how problematic departures of 
chief executives come about and are carried out with the purpose of understanding the 
use of departures in the governance of the business corporation. I soon discovered that I 
was not alone in asking how departures come about. It does not seem entirely 
unreasonable that anyone who observes instances of degradation and dethronement of 
well-known leaders comes to ask questions, at least momentarily, about the process and 
the consequences of such events. In such a way the departures of centrally placed 
leaders are perceived as important events and thus catch our imagination. Consider, 
hypothetically, the largest firm of any particular economy. Then, imagine the firing of 
the chief executive of this firm. Such an event is almost certain to generate much 
attention. In part because of fascination for the events leading to this firing, but also 
because we may come to worry concerning the stability of the corporation". Typical 

" 
In a study of the Royal Opera Wetterström (2001) recognizes the tables of leaders of the institution. 

Uncertainties about the consistency in the tables produce fears and she writes: "When institutions suffer 
through a crisis /.../ it seems to me that the conflicts are enacted at the institution's most fundamental 
boundaries, its two most silent taboos: the fear of interregnum and the sudden realization of empty form" 
(p. 283, my translation). See also Fortes (1962:69f.) on the issue of stability, chaos, and interregnum in 
tribal societies. 
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questions may be why he was fired and what such an act conveys about the corporation. 
So, however trivial, self-evident, and certain the departures of high officials are, they 
are nonetheless perceived as important when they come about. I view it as important to 

reflect on how such importance is created and maintained. 
As the literature on organizational succession shows departures are not the only 

events involved in succession processes. Succession in an organization entails many 

events and actions of which one is departure. Glaser (1968b: 307-308) describes the 
succession process by characterizing it as a flow: 

Organizational succession refers to the flow of people into, through, and out of the 

organization at all levels /.../ The general process of succession would appear to 
have three stages. First a vacancy occurs. Second, the organization fills the vacancy 

by a replacement. Third, there is a take-over of the position by the replacement. At 
each stage there are sub-processes. 

Thus there are questions in the literature on executive succession in organizations that 
are not directly related to departures. Notably many of the issues dealing with 
recruitment, but also questions concerning the influence of the succession rate on the 
rate of organizational change or the influence of the succession rate on the 
bureaucratization of organizations. However, when succession is seen as a dependent 
variable, for example when answering if firm performance influences the rate of 
succession (a central problem in the research on succession), questions appear as to 
what mechanisms are active in this regard, and which of these are active in departure 

processes12. Yet untangling these relations is a task not yet completed. 
But a perspective of organizations that only directs attention to the tasks directly at 

hand and overt structures is exceedingly restrictive when trying to understand 

problematic departures. The institutional, cultural, expressive, and symbolic aspects of 
organizations and organizing activities need to be taken into account. Several studies of 
organization have shown the profound impact that history has on the present and the 

impact of the present upon history. Concerning succession Gouldner (1954) has pointed 
out how the memory of the predecessor in the organization is hard to extinguish and that 
it may be seen as a structural feature, among others, shaping the role of the successor. 
That the predecessor has departed does consequently not mean that he is forgotten and 
without influence. 

Symbolic effects may also be seen as the result of intentional action. Departures are 

sometimes seen as instruments of communication directed at shareholders, employees 
and other stakeholders, which may be utilized in the internal control and the external 
enactment of the corporation. A departure may thus become a marker of passing time, a 

memory of the past, or the illustration of a norm or an example that has been set. 

12 Please refer to Chapter 2 for an extensive discussion of the organizational literature on departures. 
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When trying to study problematic departures more closely one soon becomes aware of a 

precarious problem. It is obviously easy to observe the fact that a departure has come 

about13. In contrast, the processes that have led to the departure are often hard to observe 
or even purposively hidden. For example, Glaser (1968a: 1) describes the careers of 
people as sensitive or taboo subjects with the consequence that "discussions with others 
about one's career occur only under the most private, discreet conditions". When 
"careers in general" are the subject of discussion then talk flows substantially freer. But 
is the obscurity prevalent in more than the issue of careers. Some of the properties are 

well captured by Bailey (1988:161) who writes about how leaders hang on, or don't 
hang on, to their positions in adverse performance: 

If the leader so mismanages things that his people find themselves starving, then of 
course his leadership will be called into question. If he leads them into utter defeat, 
having promised otherwise, then his star will very likely be extinguished. But most 
events are much less clear-cut than that and usually there is room for interpretation 
and persuasion. /.../ [W]hat one wants to know is what opens people's eyes to 

reality or, from the other direction, what techniques are used to hide clay feet and 
in what contexts do those techniques fail or succeed. 

The problematic departure thus has ties to difficulties with performance, legitimacy for 
the leader, and finally the observation of the departure and its antecedents. These are 

critical issues when discussing the control problem of the corporation. 

1.2. Governance in Sweden 

The departures that are described in this thesis are set in the Swedish context. The 
historical development of ownership in the large companies in Sweden has never been 
characterized by the same diffusion that is typical of the development in the United 
States or Britain. Instead, Glete (1993) has shown that it is more fitting to describe 

corporations as being entrepreneurial, with a dominating owner that supervises 

management. In fact, according to Glete, there was more managerial capitalism at the 

beginning of the century than later on. In his view the owners, rather than surrendering 
to management, have found ways to exploit management know-how in an efficient way. 

Ownership concentration in Sweden is generally high. Isaksson and Skog (1994) 
show that, in 1992, the single largest owner in 61 listed companies averages over 46 

percent of total votes. They also note that the concentration has been rising since the 
1970s with the average voting power of the largest owner in 30 continuously listed 

This is a contrast to subtler forms of demotion in the organizational hierarchies where demotion may be 
obscured by various techniques. Thus it may for example take the form of progressive down-grading with 
the merger of departments or the arrest of promotion (Martin & Strauss, 1968:263). 

13 
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companies rising from 31 to 38 percent. With such high concentration the owners have 
substantial influence on the shareholders meeting and consequently on the election of 
the board. Isaksson and Skog conclude that "the debate in many countries on ways of 
increasing shareholder representation on company boards is thus of limited interest in 
Sweden" (p.296). Bergström & Samuelsson (2001) cite sources that show, during the 

period 1991 - 1997, 75 percent of Swedish publicly traded corporations had an owner 
who held the majority of votes. Another recent development is the growth of foreign 

ownership of publicly traded corporations. During a ten year period, starting in 1991, it 
rose from little more than 8 percent of total market value to almost 35 percent in 2001 
(Sundin & Sundqvist, 2002). 

The boards of directors in the Swedish governance system are of the unitary type. 
Commonly the board is populated by a majority of outside directors (i. e. non-executive 
directors), with two exceptions. Usually the CEO is elected as a director, although such 
a procedure is not stipulated by any regulation. There is also a system of co-
determination that provides for the representation of employees on the corporate boards. 
In firms with more than twenty-five employees the employees have the possibility of 
appointing two directors, when the number of employees exceeds a thousand employees 
the number of directors is raised to three. 

In the Companies Act of 1944 the position of verkställande direktör was formally 
codified. This position is most readily compared with the position of president in an 

American corporation. It is also the formal position which is most meaningfully 

compared to a CEO position. There is a formal separation of the president and chairman 

fordförande) positions and generally there is no CEO duality. The use of the title 

koncernchef in addition to those of chairman and president, gives reason for some 

caution14. Most of the presidents in large corporations carry this title koncernchef. It 
indicates that the holder is in charge of a koncern, that is a business group. In a few 

instances, however, the koncerncheftitle has been held by the chairman of the board and 
not by the president. 

1.3. The purpose of this thesis 

In the light of the problems mentioned above I will in this thesis examine the 

problematic departures of chief executive officers in large publicly traded Swedish 

corporations. My purpose is to describe how problematic departures unfold and learn 
about what factors enable or constrain problematic departure processes. This pursuit 
will lead to a better understanding of governance in the modern corporation, in 

particular so called disciplining. 

14 

Sometimes, although it is rare, the chairman is called arbetande styrelseordförande (which would 
translate to working chairman), implying that the chairman devotes a major part of his time to that duty. 
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It must be remembered that social processes, at least if conceived of as containing 
action, cannot, as pointed out earlier, be properly understood or described without 
devoting attention to the meanings that are associated with them. This is particularly 

important since problematic departures are sometimes strongly emotionally charged. 

1.4. Outline of the thesis 

In this first chapter I have introduced the thesis by pointing to the issues that are raised 
when considering the problematic departures of chief executive officers of large 

publicly traded firms. 
In the second chapter (Departures and organizations) I review the organizational 

literature on departures and executive succession. I recognize that the economic, 
integrative, and legitimacy producing aspects of departures interrelate. Their 
interrelation is however complicated by discrepancies between intention and outcomes 

and the loose coupling between meaning and action. 
In the third chapter (Studying departures) I describe the research methods used in the 

study. Particularly how the problems generated by the presentation of departures have 
affected choices regarding method. I also account for data collection and analysis in my 

studies. 

The way that the departure is presented by corporation is investigated in Chapter 4 

{Departures in annual reports) where I show how the corporation has a great leeway in 
its presentation. Yet there are patterns and similarities in the reports. I compare the 

personal presentations in the letters to the shareholders to the more impersonal accounts 

in the director's reports. The presentations range from treating the departure with 
silence to extensive and emotional expressions. The most vivid images are provided 
when photographs underscore the transition of leadership in the CEO position. 

A contrast to the reasoned expressions of departures found in the annual report, are 

provided by two cases of problematic departures and their presentation in the business 

press. This forms the subject of Chapter 5 (Departures in the business press). These 

presentations show departures as dramatic and engaging. The discontinuities that the 

departures suggest spark considerable amounts of questions about the accountability of 
persons, performance of firms and the conditions of the business world and economy in 

general. Those are precisely the types of questions that are avoided in the annual 
reports. 

The material collected in interviews with former CEOs and corporate chairmen is 

presented in three chapters. In Chapter 6 (Antecedents and sensing) I consider the 

beginnings of the departure process that sometimes may be a slow progression, while in 
others a sudden event. I also examine the CEO role. The beginnings of the process may 

be described as a sensing of problems and the appearance of the departure as an 

alternative in solving the problems. 
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The sensing points forward to actions and Chapter 7 (Taking action) describes not only 
the types of actors that come to be active in the departure process, but also the types of 
actions that are found. From early types of action such as evaluation to later and more 

decisive such as meetings of the board of directors. 
In the next chapter, Chapter 8 (Presenting and recommencing), the later phases of the 

departure process are described. A beginning is found in the public announcement of the 

departure and the continual separation of the CEO from his office. Such disengagement 
is followed by a need to recommence in a new context, something that gives the 

departure elements of both liberation and degradation. The chapter concludes my 

description of the actions and events involved in the departure process. 
The ninth and final chapter (Conclusions) summarizes my essential findings. 

Particular attention is paid to the concept problematic departure, how the departure 

process unfolds and the importance of managing information about the departure. Some 

proposals for further research are also made. 



CHAPTER 2 

Departures and organizations 

2.1. Introduction 

This chapter contains a literature review that leads me to take a view of departures in 
business corporations as complex processes. A complexity constituted in a number of 
ways. Firstly the departure process unfolds in a context where economic, political, and 
cultural processes interweave. The political processes involve the interests and actions 
of several categories of actors that cannot always converge. The cultural factors involve 
the formulations of particular roles, rules, and norms that are applied and invoked 

automatically or strategically; perhaps furthering or perhaps constraining the process. 

Finally the departure as a process also holds a temporal complexity in that it is dispersed 
and shaped by antecedents and leading toward organizational consequences. 

1 have learnt most from the literature about succession as an organizational 
phenomena (perhaps problem), which has developed in organizational and 
administrative research1. The tie between departures and the literature on succession 
rests on the condition that departures are empirically intimately related to the general 
succession process in organizations2. Departures are also dealt with in the literature on 

careers from which one may learn about individual orientations to change and exit 
(Glaser & Strauss, 1971; Rusbult & Lowry, 1985; Ebaugh, 1988). While the early 

history of modern organizational research on succession seems to have been a 

preoccupation for sociologists it seems that the growing interest in corporate 

governance has come to expand the field. The problem of succession receives interest 
for economists3. There is thus a growth of interest in organizational processes in the 
field of financial economics that develops from agency perspective approaches. 

' Initial formulations were found in Gouldner (1950). Strong growth in the field during the 1980's with 
increasing interest from the field of financial economics. Comprehensive reviews have been made by 
Gordon & Rosen (1981) and Kesner & Sebora (1994).
2 It is not uncommon to use the term "succession" to denote departures (see e. g. Harrison et al., 1988), 
although it is more common to denote the entry of a successor with "succession". 
3 This development is part of the development of organizational economics (Millgrom & Roberts, 1992). 
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Sociologists seem to develop a greater interest in the management of corporations and 

concepts of power in the field of organizational analysis. A change in the type of 
organizations studied has taken place in that the early studies dealt with sports teams 

and public administration settings. Constant has been the dominance of the American 

setting of the research. 
To conceptually disentangle the departure from other succession concerns such as 

recruitment and the impact of the successor on organizational performance and structure 

is by no means easy. The departure is at the end of organizational concern for an 

individual when he marches off into the organizational antechambers. Choice of the 
new rather than the de-selection of the old is given a premium (cf. Thompson, 1967). 
Greater sympathy and immediate interest is paid to the process of entering office and 
the consequences of different modes of entry (Denis et al., 2000; Gouldner, 1954; 
Gabarro, 1988; Holmberg, 1986). 

My argument is that departure processes in their own right nonetheless are important 
and distinct phenomena. Firstly the departure process may in itself be prolonged and 
thus occupies space in the organizational "here-and-now" creating particular problems 
and evoking special solutions. But the implications stretch back into history as 

memories and into the organization's prospective and emergent future as anticipation, 
perhaps as plans years in advance. Finally I want to point out that if considering the 

departure as a distinct category of action in the governance of the corporation then the 

departure is connected to processes of accountability. 
The review will start with considering the research on departures and performance, 

the central management problem of departures, moving on to consider a wider range of 
variables that are seen as intervening between the relation between departure and 

performance. This part of the review is followed by a consideration of the importance of 
departures for organizational legitimacy and culture. This view of departures leads me 

to argue that in order to describe and understand departures then both what happens 
(instrumental, substantial, or technical actions) and what is said to happen (rhetorical, 
expressive or symbolic action) must be taken into consideration. 

2.2. Departures and organizational performance 

The way that departures are related to organizational performance needs to be clarified4. 
When considering the influence of succession on organizational performance there are 

three alternative hypotheses: that succession improves performance, that it lowers 

performance, and finally that it has no effect on performance. But the influence may 

also run in the other direction, thus, what influence does performance have on 

4 
I will consider performance in terms of different kinds of achievement as well as in terms of 

organizational survival. 
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succession. In these relations it is difficult to separate departures from succession. I 
concentrated on what is learned about the exit of managers in the studies. 
An early assertion was that a change of managers has an adverse influence on 

organizational performance since they upset the stability of the organization. Grusky 
(1958) observed that the change of a prison camp manager led to raised rates of 
damages, escapes, and transfers of inmates5. Grusky (1963) examines the antecedents 
rather than the consequences of succession. For a sample of baseball teams6 he finds a 

negative relation between the rate of managerial succession and effectiveness (team 

standing at the end of season)7 and that rising turnover rates are related to lower 
organizational performance. Grusky recognizes that departures may come about because 

managers are fired because of low performance (a disciplining explanation), but he 

attempts to explain the influence of performance on departures with a model that takes 
role-strain into account. The level of role-strain is seen as affecting the desirability of 
remaining in the managerial position. While too little strain makes a position 
undesirable because of lack of challenge, then too great a strain creates a situation 
where the managers considers other opportunities. A number of factors are hypothesized 
as increasing the role-strain, among them the rate of succession. Such an influence 

suggests the possibility of a vicious circle where the increased turnover of top managers 

lowers performance, a performance slide that together that further raise the rates of 
turnover8. 

There are those that doubt the extent to which top managers actually influence 

organizational performance and the discussion of departures offers no exception. 
Gamson & Scotch (1964) note that many other officials may influence performance and 
that variation in skill between managers is small. Therefore they suggest that the 
correlation between team performance and managerial succession rather can be 
explained as an instance of "ritual scapegoating" which reduces anxiety in the 

5 Of long tern effects nothing is mentioned in this early study.
6 He uses data on 16 professional baseball teams and collects this during the two periods 1921-41, 1951-
58. 
7 

Grusky defines the manager as the field manager upon whom "ultimate responsibility for the 
performance of the team is almost always fixed", "official authority is generally concentrated in this 
position". It is mentioned that there are other positions that were considered: presidents, general managers 
and team captains.
8 In a longitudinal study of about fifty computer firms Virany et al. (1992) relate the issue of 
organizational performance to organizational learning, turbulent environments, and turnover in the top 
management team and find that succession of CEOs and executive teams are positively related to 
performance. High-performing firms had a moderate number of successions of CEOs or recruited the new 
CEO internally. Failing firms either followed the pattern of no CEO change or they had what the authors 
call "excessive" turnover in the CEO position. High-performing firms were able to initiate changes such 
as strategic re-orientation without succession or timed their CEO changes to situation with improving 
company performance, a strategy that may be seen as pro-active. There is thus a premium placed on 

planning. Studying hospital administrators Alexander et al. (1993) found that unstable or declining 
organizations have higher rates of turnover in the CEO positions than organizations that are in more 
favorable situations. 
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organization, but also upholds the "myth of managerial responsibility" of the field 

manager9. 
However, can the departure/performance relation be relegated to the symbolic universe? 

Grusky (1964a) makes a reply in which he replicates a study of a similar number of 
mid-season changes which he classifies as either inside and outside succession10. From 
the data he concludes that outside succession leads to a deterioration in performance due 
to their disruptive character. Grusky also considers Gamson & Scotch's (1964) 
"explanation in cultural terms /.../ which stresses the myth of managerial responsibility 
/.../ [it is] another matter to claim, as Gamson and Scotch do, that the manager's 
behavior can have no influence at all on organizational effectiveness in the long run". 
The issue of departures thus ties to the general problem of what influence leaders have 
on organizational decisions and outcomes in the face of organizational constraints". 

The issue of performance has remained on the research agenda beyond the early 
research by Grusky. One development was to continue the use of data from sports. 

Sports teams 

Data on sports team performance has been used in a number of studies interested in the 
relation between succession and performance. Eitzen & Yetman (1972) confirm the 
observation of an inverse relation between frequency of succession and organizational 
performance and they find that poorly performing teams are likely to improve with or 
without a coaching change12. When they compare the performance of managers with 

differing length of tenure they find that coaches that have long tenures (over ten years) 
in the last years substantially improve the team's performance compared to the record of 
his predecessor. After the tenure exceeds twelve years the performance seems to slump. 
This indicates the possible time span of long-term effects of leadership. Timing of 
departure would seem critical, arguments can be made for holding out in position to 

reap the benefits. 
A central question is whether the change of manager will make a difference for team 

performance. Allen et at. (1979) replicate and extend the early quantitative studies on 

9 A myth that serves to deflect responsibility from others in adverse performance, but also probably 
leading to the attribution of praise to the managers in success. 
10 In his sample there are nine successions that were classified as inside and fourteen that were placed in 
the category of outside successions. 
" Consider the early contribution of Lieberson & O'Connor (1972). In their study succession events are 

important for being able to draw conclusions concerning the differences between leaders. Largely they 
conclude that the effects of leaders on corporate performance is severely constrained. Day & Lord (1988) 
argued that there was greater managerial discretion by pointing to how the data of Lieberson & O'Connor 
may be re-interpreted in favor of such a revised conclusion. Boyne, Ashworth & Powell (2001) show only 
a severely constrained succession effect on budgetary decisions in British local government. Consider 
also Pfeffer & Salancik (1978).
12 

They analyzed data on 129 teams involving 657 coaching changes from 1930 until 1970. 
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succession of field managers in baseball teams on long time series of data13. They 
conclude that "although managerial succession is often precipitated by inadequate 

organizational performance, a change of managers typically has only a small impact on 

subsequent performance" (p. 179). Interestingly enough they find that different types of 
succession (during season or between seasons and inside or outside successor) produce 
different effects. Inside successor's are more beneficial to performance then outsiders 
and change between seasons is more likely to lead to improvement in performance than 

change during. Brown (1982) finds no support for a "succession effect" on 

organizational performance in his study of football teams and interprets his results in 
favor of the scapegoating view14. Brown points out that the need for symbolic 
reassurance is influenced by the level of uncertainty produced by the organizational (i.e. 
team) environment in that environments that are characterized by high uncertainty are 

more likely to produce ritualistic behavior. 

Organ izational fai/ure 

The link between departures and performance has not only been explored in the sports 

field, also studies of other types of organizations have pointed to several aspects of the 
relation of departures and performance. Poor performance has been conceived of in the 
most extreme forms, namely organizational failure or organizational death. Schwartz & 
Menon (1985) studied succession in failing firms and conclude that financial distress is 
related to a tendency to change CEO15. The closer a firm gets to bankruptcy the more 

likely is it to change CEO. The failing firms recruited a greater number of outsiders than 

non-failing firms and the larger the firm was, the greater was the likelihood for such an 

outside replacement. They suggest political and symbolic mechanisms as explanations 
in addition to the possible inadequacy of a CEO as reason for changing. Considering the 

tendency to make external replacements in the face of distress seems suggestive of a 

symbolism of the hero, which would be in contrast to the symbolism of the scapegoat16. 
Carroll (1984) studies the relation between founder succession (meaning the 

departure of founders) and performance in newspaper organizations for the time period 
1800 - 197517. The results show that succession in young organization seems to have a 

stronger effect on a likelihood of organizational death than a succession that takes place 
in an older organization. In newspapers that were dominated by one individual the 

13 

They use data on all major league baseball teams from 1920 to 1973. 
14 His data is on 26 teams in the National Football League during the ears 1970-78. The position for 
which succession is studied is the head coach. 
15 Their sample consisted of 134 publicly traded companies that filed for bankruptcy between 1974 -
1982. 
16 The scapegoat would suggest legitimacy for the old conditions. 
17 

The sample includes over two thousand organizations and about 650 succession events. 
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negative effects of the succession were the greatest. Carroll proposes several 
explanations that are tied to the founder: that he possesses unique skills, that he has 
created unique affective bonds, that he may have a "structural blueprint for 
organizational activity in his head", and that ties to external constituencies may be 
severed by the founders departure. These mechanisms are strongly tied to the departure 
rather than to the arrival of a successor. 

Haveman (1993) studies the effect of managerial succession on organizational mortality 
in a historical sample of small organizations18. She finds a positive relation between 

mortality and succession and can also observe that succession has greatest impact when 
it occurs early in the organizational life-cycle which leads her to point to the difference 
between immediate and long-term effects of succession. The effect of presidential exit 
was stronger than the effect of exit by other managers. 

Alexander & Lee (1996) differentiate between succession and tenure. They 
characterize tenure as associated with stability and succession as associated with change 
and their analysis come close to studying departures. Tenure is intimately related to 

departures and their conception of succession does not exclude the departure effect from 
that of the successor. In their sample19 they found that succession was associated with 
increased failures of small rural hospitals. The impact of succession was independent of 
that of tenure; succession affected the hospitals negatively regardless of whether the 
tenure was long or short. They draw the conclusion that small organization should be 
careful not to use dismissals unless necessary. 

They also found a nonlinear relationship between CEO tenure and the risk of organi¬ 
zational failure which means that it is those that have the longest and shortest periods in 

to office that seem be the greatest dangers to organizational survival. They explain this 
in two ways. Firstly that initial learning and at the end a "numbing off' and resistance to 

change on the part of the CEO lowers performance. Secondly, and perhaps more 

original, is the idea that there is an "adverse retention" of CEOs. This means that those 
that are attractive will depart leaving the less competent in office. 

Share price 

To consider the price of company stock is another way to understand organizational 
performance. From a governance point of view it is a very relevant conception 

(shareholder wealth) and it also offers an attractive operationalization of performance 

18 All rural telephone companies in a part of Iowa that were in existence between 1900 and 1917. 
19 

Community hospitals operating in non-metropolitan areas of the United States during 1984 - 1991 

There were 2 780 such hospitals, 
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which is readily measured and therefore easy to collect20. The influence of share price 

may be seen as antecedent of departure (Jensen & Warner, 1988), but several studies 
have used share price to assess the consequences of CEO change. 

Reinganum (1985a) uses the technique of event studies, which relate the release of 
new information to the companies share price21. Reinganum finds that the 
announcement of a succession only raises the share prices for the sample companies22 
when a small firm reports the appointment of an externally recruited CEO at the same 

time as it announces the departure of the CEO. The announcement of the departure was 

a requisite condition for share price improvement. There were no effects in large 

companies. Thus not only the reaction to a departure is of effect but also the market 
reaction to the recruitment and accession of a successor. Favorable investor reactions to 

external appointments were also found by Lubatkin et al. (1989).23 
Friedman & Singh (1989) differentiate between departures according to the initiating 

force considering four categories of departures: custom, board-initiation, initiation by 

departing CEO, and death or health-related departures. They find that the stock market 
reacts negatively on events that are seen as disruptive (for example the sudden death of 
a CEO or the replacement of a CEO in a highly performing company). Most changes 
were customary and were treated indifferently by the stock market. It is the initiating 
force for the departure that was important and thus they point out that the "finding 

suggests that they are not mere rituals void of substantive impact" (p. 740). 
The results of Lubatkin et al. (1989) also indicate a similar preference for the non-

dramatic, although they study succession events only by differentiating by successor. 

They find that "in general, succession conveys negative information to investors" (p. 
65). Despite this, when outsiders are appointed to high performance firms this negative 

reception is offset. The outsider may be seen as ensuring an adaptive "mind set". 
Worrell et al. (1986) found differing reaction on the market for a very particular form 

of executive exit, namely death. Using event study methodology they found that 
markets reacted negatively to the deaths of CEOs but not to the deaths of chairmen. 
Particularly upsetting were sudden deaths, which is another sign of the preference for 
the undramatic. A preference that shows in the results of Davidson et al. (2001) who 
deal with how the announcement of information about changing the job titles of the 

principal position holders affects a firms share price24. They find that announcement 

20 
Others advocate further benefits. Friedman & Singh (1989) place great faith in the market mechanism: 

"the market reacts to how well, compared to their predecessors, new CEOs are suited for the demands on 
their roles, and to the potential for disruption in organizations" (p. 719).
21 

Jensen & Warner (1988) describe the results from event study research in financial economics as 
inconclusive. 
22 He studies all companies traded on the New York Stock Exchange and American Stock Exchange 
during the years 1978 and 1979. Among approximately 2 500 companies 842 stories of succession were 
collected in 667 companies.
23 The disruptiveness of an external appointment is now seen in different terms than the disruptiveness 
noted by Grusky.
24 

For example president to CEO or president to CEO and president. 

http:1989).23
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which indicate that the market values the presence of planning for leaders transitions25. 
This would indicate that the market values the presence of measures that ensure 

predictability in departures. The unexpected should thus be avoided. 

Summary 

Organizational performance can influence the occurrence of departures, just as 

departures sometimes influence organizational performance. To understand the link 

properly the intermediating forces need to be described. Already from early on in 
research there appeared three propositions as to how performance was related to CEO 

departure, but by what organizational mechanism such a relation is facilitated and by 
what means may it be constrained is an issue that is still is unresolved. What is, for 
example, the influence of different categories of actors or the volatility or persistence of 
performance deterioration (Finkelstein & Hambrick, 1996). 

Fredrickson et ai (1988) have captured many of these variables in a model of 
dismissal. They strive to find "objective determinants" of these variables. They point 
out that performance is not the only instigator of departures and their model includes 
four intervening variable that are of social and political character: the board's 

expectations and attributions, the boards allegiances and values, the availability of 
alternative CEO candidates, and the incumbent CEOs power. Taking account of these 

they propose that the CEO is particularly likely to be dismissed early in his career due 
to low power and a greater difference between the board's and CEO's values and 

expectations and, secondly, that the likelihood for dismissal rises as the age of the 

organization increases mainly due to the fact that the number of internal candidates 
increases. 

In the following sections I will consider such factors and eventually also come to 

considerations of culture and legitimacy that were not taken into account by Fredrickson 
et al. (1988). 

2.3. Departures, disruption, and bureaucratization 

The organizational issues are dealt with in a group of studies where there is concern for 
succession as a cause of internal disruption (e. g. Grusky, 1958, 1960), the relation to 

bureaucratization (e. g. Gouldner, 1954; Ocasio, 1999), and the political dynamics of 
succession processes (Zald, 1965; Ocasio, 1994). A number of these employ qualitative 
methods and case studies that, in contrast to the studies in the section on performance 

25 Consider also Trow (1961-1962) who considers if there has been planning of succession or not in a 

small organization and finds that a lack of planning resulted in lowered profitability after the succession. 
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and departures, take temporal development into account. Important since, speaking with 
Gouldner (1962:55): 

Some of the key variables are manifestly activated at different points in time. 
Everything does not occur at once: the successor is appointed, he is briefed by his 
superiors, initial reactions are made by his subordinates, the successor attempts to 

implement his policies, etc. 

Not much that indicates that the departure should be seen differently when it comes to 
the character of temporal dispersion. 

Seminal for this line of work is that of Alvin W. Gouldner which pointed to the 

disruptiveness of succession. The general concern of Gouldner's study Patterns of 
Industrial Bureaucracy (Gouldner, 1954) is with bureaucratization and the 

implementation, adaptation and change of rules. In the study the arrival of a new plant 
manager stands out. Succession and the constraints produced by the successor's role 
become important in explaining increased bureaucratization of the plant. The effect of 
the succession is characterized as raising internal tension and causing disruptions. In 
contrast Guest (1962) shows advantageous results from a change of plant manager. In 
his case-study Guest describes how the retirement of the predecessor was seen as a 

relief since the predecessor used management methods that resembled a "punishment 
centered bureaucracy" (in Gouldner's terms) and failed. To choose another management 

strategy thus seemed reasonable for the successor. Neither Gouldner nor Guest 
discusses the possible effects of the departure. However, we learn of a "contrast effect" 
created by the comparison that apparently is made between the departed CEO and the 
successor26. 

Among those who were concerned with the disruptiveness of succession we also find 

Grusky (1960) who asserted that succession "always leads to organizational instability" 
when disturbing traditional norms and promoting changes in the relationships among 

members. There are number of points concerning such disruptiveness that need to be 
cleared out. Is the disruption a short transitory state following upon the departure or 
does it linger for long in the organization? Are the disruptive effects associated with the 

departure or the arrival of the successor27? The literature thus comes to deal with the 

26 Gouldner (1962) points to this. The contrast effect can reasonably take place among the subjects of the 
successor, among those recruiting, and for the successor himself. Grusky (1960) when discussing the role 
of the successor two factors are thought to influence the role of the successor, namely the circumstances 
of the predecessor's departure, type of departure, and the influence and knowledge that he possesses. This 
points to the links between successor and predecessor.
27 The successor is typically conceived of, in terms of attributes as an insider or an outsider, by functional 
experience, or educational background (Datta & Guthrie, 1994). Environments seem to influence the type 
of CEO (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1977; Perrow, 1961). Helmich & Brown (1972) find that an outside 
successor generates more change in the organizational role-constellation than does an inside successor 
and that there are more inside successions in large corporations. Helmich (1978) finds that a higher rate of 
succession in the presidency of a corporation tends to raise the rate of merger activity (measured as 
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stability and change of organizations, particularly in relation to their environments. 
Thompson (1967) pointed to these, "dual searches for certainty and flexibility" (p. 150), 
as a basic paradox of administration which is prompted by the goal of administration in 

reducing uncertainty. Thompson proposes to solve the paradox by introducing time as a 

distinguishing characteristic. Thus, certainty is seen as a strife in the short run while 

flexibility is at a premium in the long run. He also proposes that the concern for the time 

span is related to organizational level, long-run at the higher (institutional) level and 
short-run in the lower. 

The instability and disruption connected to succession is discussed in terms of both 
functional and dysfunctional consequences of the disruption. Grusky (1960) sees 

functional consequences in vitalization and improved adaptability while the promotion 
of conflict and the lowering of morale are seen as dysfunctional. 

Bass (1990:698) cites a paper by Friedman & Saul (1981) which demonstrated that 
morals in the firms was lower after the departure of a CEO with a long tenure in a 

sample of Fortune 500 firms. 
In a study of hospitals Pfeffer & Salancik (1977) find contextual influences on 

tenure. Affiliation with religious organizations, competition for staff and funding all 
have a negative effect on tenure. While good relations to the business community, the 
local community, and the hospital being a private nonprofit organization have a positive 
effect. 

Founder departures seem to be particularly disruptive (compare to the study of 
Carroll, 1984). Schein (1989) has described the profound effect of the founder on 

organizations and their cultures and the problems of change and reorientation that are 

associated with founder departure. He points out the founder may be reluctant in giving 

up his position, but also that the founders departure may lead to factions appearing with 
conflicts arising between "conservatives" and "radicals". Schein (1989:310) therefore 
recommends managing the succession "to enhance those parts of the culture that 
provide identity, distinctive competence, and protection from anxiety". 

Davis (1968) describes the departure of the founding entrepreneur of family firms as 

involving a transitional period where authority is passed on. Whether authority is passed 
on from a father to his son or between branches in a family (i. e. when for example a 

pair of brothers are founders) the transition period is characterized by conflicting 

expectations and goals. 
Khurana & Nohria (2001) view of disruption as a pre-requisite for change and 

propose that there is, for firm performance, an ideal match of departure type and 

acquisition of subsidiaries). A contrast is provided by Sakano & Lewin (1999) who find that CEO 
successions in Japanese companies are not associated with strategic and organization changes and point to 
institutional constraints, such as the governance structure, that moderate the possible effect of succession. 
Miller (1993) argues that succession breaks organizational momentum since new CEOs are more likely to 

disperse power and to process more information as a response to poor performance. 
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successor type28. Forced successions are seen as particularly disruptive. While forced 
successions are likely to be more effective with an outside successor, natural succession 
is more likely to be efficient with an insider successor. Their results from a test on a 

sample of American corporations29 indicate that firm results (operating profit) increases 
when a forced departure is followed by outside succession, while performance decreases 
when the outsider comes in after natural departures. 

Can organizational characteristics mediate the influence of succession and if so what 
are the mechanisms by which such an effect is mediated? Do these effects apply for 
both departures and the entry of successors. Grusky (1960) sees the highly 
bureaucratized organization as less vulnerable to the disruptive effects of succession. He 
even pinpoints the "interchangeability of people in top positions of bureaucratic 

organizations may help to account for the durability and growth of such monoliths" (p. 
115). Highly bureaucraticized organization are likely to have surrendered the personal 
qualities of the founder that made his departure a liability. Pfeffer & Salancik (1977) 
consider size versus the formalization of roles and find increasing size related to inside 
succession and greater formal training for hospital administrators. 

Size is an important variable that has some relation to bureaucratization. Grusky 

(1961) shows, using empirical data, that the frequency of succession is positively 
related to the size of the firm30. He poses new questions, such as if instability is a 

consequence of succession only in small organizations or whether the process of 
succession is treated differently in large firms than in smaller ones. Large organizations 
are more bureaucratized and the top managers are therefore more easily replaced31. A 

positive relation between size and succession rate seems to be well supported (see 
Kesner & Sebora, 1994)32. 

Kriesberg (1962) explains the differences in rates of succession in terms of 
individual motives and types of organization's being characterized by the dominance of 
managers with differing types of individual orientations. Either "administrators", who 
see themselves as having easily transferable skill or a "non-administrator" who identify 
more strongly with their profession rather than with administration33. The organizations 

28 

They distinguish between forced and natural departures.
29 

Their sample consists of the Fortune 200 companies in 1978 which they tracked until 1993. They found 
221 succession events. 
30 The results are based on two rounds of analysis of four sets of firms selected from the Fortune 500 for 
the period 1949- 1959. 
31 At this point Grusky cites Galbraith (1958:102): "Were it otherwise, the stock market would pay close 
attention to retirements, deaths and replacements in the executive ranks of large corporations. In fact, it 
ignores such details in tacit recognition that the organization is independent". Later research indicates, as 
I showed in an earlier section, that the market does indeed pay attention to changes in corporate 
management. Today such considerations are generally recognized. Chapter 5, about problematic 
departures in the business press, provides some examples.
32 

An exception is Gordon & Becker (1964) who bring forward critique and contradictory findings 
towards Grusky's and Kriesberg's findings.
33 

Kriesberg derives these from Hughes' (1955) concepts "itinerant" or a "home-guard orientation". They 
may be compared with Carlson's (1962) concept of "place-bound" and "career-bound". 
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thus come to have distinctive traits concerning departure expectations with differing 

ways of thinking about when it is time "to move about in order to advance and to think 
this is appropriate" (p. 359). 

There may also be a relation between changes in size and changes in the frequency of 
departures. Cohen & March (1974) consider that the relation between size and tenure is 

dynamic. They propose that growth in size of a university tends to reduce the tenure of 
the president while stability in size will result in longer tenures (see also Grusky, 
1964b). 

2.4. Organizational power, politics, and departure processes 

Departure processes are political processes. Two typical ends in political processes are 

the determination of goals (e. g. Perrow, 1961) and the attainment of (and control of 
recruiting to) organizational positions. It has been asserted that with increasing size that 
there are more groups in an organization that become involved in political activity 
(Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978). Increasing activity could increase the rate of departures as 

groups try to attain a greater share of organizational resources and positions. The 
institutionalization of power in organizations, a process that progresses with age, in 

organizations would seem to be a countervailing force to such increases. Smith & White 
(1987) have found that the specializations of the successor seems to be similar to that of 
the predecessor and since career specializations are associated with particular strategies 
this leads to continuity in the firms strategy and leadership34. 

Studies concerning succession and the processes of politics and power have to a great 
extent dealt with the influence of different actors in recruiting a new CEO (e. g. Olsen, 
1979; Zald 1965) or the effect of the successor on the internal integration of the 

organization (Gouldner, 1954; Holmberg, 1986). Concerning departures there is most to 

learn from the research on the role of owners and directors in the succession process. 

2.4.1. Ownership and departures 

Do owners influence the departures of CEO? 35 If they do, then it is a sign of weak 

managerial hegemony and the control of the corporation as less of a problem. There are 

those like James & Soref (1981) who question the empirical separation of ownership 
and control36. James & Soref tested the relation between the type of control37, profit 

They studied 370 cases in 173 firms from the Fortune 1000 between 1957 and 1982. 
35 

Ownership may also be related to recruitment. For example Bommer and Ellstrand (1996) find that 
poorly performing firms with a large share of institutional ownership are more likely to select outsiders. 
36 Cf. Zeitlin (1976), see also Ocasio (1994).
37 

owner-controlled/manager-controlled 
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performance, and size and market position on firings of CEOs (derived chiefly by 

studying the business press over a long period of time). Their findings suggest that the 
control type does not affect the probability of firings, size however does affect the rate. 
In conclusion they point out that support for managerialist theories in their data is weak. 

Allen & Panian (1982) investigate differences of managerial tenure and longevity 
(the age at which an executive exits) in companies38 that are differentiated according to 

whether they are management controlled, family controlled or influenced. Owner 
control can be direct with the CEO belonging to the family or indirect if not. They find 
that the relation between corporate performance and managerial tenure was positive 

although very weak. The relation between performance and longevity was stronger. 

They found that managers in directly family controlled firms had the longest tenures 

and the highest age at exit while those in the indirectly controlled companies had the 
shortest tenures and the lowest longevity. The patterns showed that CEOs belonging to 

controlling families were unlikely to exit in a period of poor performance while CEO in 

indirectly controlled firms were much more likely to do so. The conclusion they draw is 
that the result shows that profitability is not the only goal of the corporation and that 
"controlling families may be willing to sacrifice some degree of corporate profitability 
in order to retain some degree of family control over the corporation" (p. 546). 

The control of the corporation is not static and an interesting situation for the CEO 

appears when the ownership of the organization changes. There are studies that deal 
with the relation of departures and executive turn over. What seems to stand out is a 

concern for lower level managers and the high rate of turnover, which seems to be so 

high that one could speak of "loss". Hambrick & Canella (1993) propose that it is 
differential status, described by a mechanism called "relative standing"39 which acts to 

condition the rate of succession among executives in acquired firms. The argument is 
that top executives in firms that are acquired may perceive that their social status in new 

corporate constellation alters as for example the performance in the acquired firm is 

compared to that of the acquiring firm, the extent to which autonomy is removed from 
the acquired firm, or the degree of status that the executives are granted in the new firm. 
They find that there are effects of the relative standing on the rate of executive 

departures for up to four years following an acquisition. Krug & Hegarty (1997) search 
for differences between the turnover rate of executives by differentiating between the 

nationality of the acquiring country. They find similar effects to those found by 
Hambrick & Canella, but also some differences between the nationalities. 

Canella & Hambrick (1993) investigate the effects on performance of executive 

departures after acquisitions. They find that performance is harmfully influenced by the 

post acquisition departures of top managers. What is lost with departing managers is "an 

in-depth understanding of the particular firm - its values, strengths, key employees, and 

38 
242 large industrial corporations between 1971 and 1980. 

39 
A term which they attribute to Frank (1985). 
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implicit contracts" (p. 149). They also suggest that there are processes of symbolic and 
cultural character at work; acquired executives being cast as villains and the loss of 
leaders as an unsettling experience for employees and stakeholders. 

Franks and Mayer (1996) give attention to the market for corporate control in the 
U.K. They observe that there is a high-level of management turnover after acquisitions 
but not that firm performance was actually low before the acquisition. They conclude 
that the turnover is rather a result of disagreement about how the company is to be 

changed. 
Krug & Hegarty (2001) also consider top-executives and their decisions to stay or 

leave after acquisitions. The perceptions of executives, they find, are influenced by: 
how the merger is announced, how the interactions with the executives of the acquiring 

company are perceived, and the possible long-term effects of the merger. Executives 
that perceived these announcements, interactions and long term effects as positive were 

more likely to stay. 

2,4.2. Boards of directors and departures 

Owners exercise their power through the board of directors. The power of the CEO may 

be seen vis-a-vis the board of directors and the relative strength is variable (Pearce & 
Zahra, 1991). The power may influence the CEO's chances of influencing governance 

matters like the selection of directors (Westphal & Zajac, 1995) or strategic issues like 
the formation of joint ventures (Gulati & Westphal, 1999). 

Concerning departures the greatest interest lies in the boards power to discipline or 
fire the CEO. Using a distinction between outside and inside directors40 the outsiders are 

usually seen as more prone to disciplining. Weisbach (1988) finds that there is a greater 

tendency for managers in firms with outsider dominated boards to resign in conjunction 
with poor performance than in firms where the boards are insider dominated41. 

However, Scott & Kleidon (1994) show that boards generally seem to be reluctant in 

making replacement decisions. They rebut Weisbach (1988) explanation that share 

prices in outside board companies increase because they are signs of active monitoring. 
Instead they recognize that the decisions were preceded by periods of long poor share 

price performance and that the market had long awaited such a decision. There were 

thus sighs of relief. A point that Weisbach would agree with in a later study (Weisbach, 
1995) where he seeks relations between CEO turnover and the firm's investment 
decisions. Having studied 270 large acquisitions he writes that "management changes 
are important events for corporations because they lead to reversals of poor prior 

40 Or executive and non-executive (the so called NEDs).
41 He also offers a so called non-monitoring explanation, where the resignations of CEOs in firms that are 

performing poorly instead are explained by the condition that it is very difficult to run a faltering 
company. 



25 

decisions" (p. 159). Interestingly the pattern of large divestments after managerial 
change does not necessarily have to be influenced by the form of departure since, as he 
writes: "many boards are limited in their ability to force CEOs out, so normal retirement 
provisions provide an opportunity to correct managerial failure" (p. 161). 

Mace (1971) described, in a classic study of managerial hegemony42, how the board's 
influence on departures is limited and restricted to crisis situations of two kinds: the 
death of the president and extremely unsatisfactory performance43. Mace also describes 
some of the emotional characteristics of the departure processes which seems to be 
filled with "trauma" and "unpleasantness" leading to the, often extended, evasion of the 

problems44. Pettigrew & McNulty (1998) point to how the removal of a CEO45 demands 
a cunning mustering of force and strong motivations to use power. 

Yet the expectations of boards can be seen to have an influence on departure rates. 
Puffer & Weintrop (1991) estimate the director performance expectations on the CEO 
for which they use analysis of financial analyst's reports. They find that the inferred 

expectations better predicts CEO turnover due to performance shortcomings than 
differentials in more traditional indicators such as merely stock price and historical 
accounting data. 

Harrison et al. (1988) considered the issue of departures and influences on turnover 
moderated by the structure of the CEO and chairman position. Their results indicate that 
the power of the CEO is not hinged on duality (since chairmen are much more likely to 

depart than CEOs). They also find that performance has a greater influence on the 

departures of the holders of a combined position which they explain as a greater 

accountability for those with such positions. 
The departure has consequences in that a successor needs to be found. Boeker & 

Goodstein (1993) are interested in how performance affects the choice of a successor. 

They pay attention to the moderating effects of governance and ownership. Using the 
same data that Boeker collected for his 1992 article they examine several hypothesis 

dealing with the mentioned variables. In firms which were characterized by a influential 
insiders (as owners and directors) the connection between performance and outside 
recruitment was weak. Cannella & Shen (2001) study relay processes in large publicly 
traded corporations46. They find that outside directors and CEOs are very much in 
command of the transition process. Their findings do not indicate that the heir apparent 
is a challenger to the CEO. Over two thirds of those who are appointed "heirs 

42 Mace built his work on seventy-five interviews and what he calls "several hundred shorter discussions 
with executives" (p. 3).
43 Also Lorsch & Maclver (1989) who describe the internal crisis of the corporation that the board has to 
deal with as CEO related problems.
44 Problematic departures may thus be expected to be prolonged. Something that Alderfer (1986) also has 
recognized.
43 

They were discussing chairmen. 
46 

Empirically they studied 168 large publicly traded manufacturing firms between 1986 and 1991. 
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apparent"47 actually achieve the position of CEO at a later stage. Those who had long 

experience with the company were more likely to reach the CEO position than those 
that did not. Zajac & Westphal (1996) find that powerful boards tend to select CEOs in 

ways such that the CEOs become demographically more similar to the board and that 
although outside successors provide a demographic contrast to their predecessor, they 
are more similar to the board that selects them. 

There are also effects on those making the decisions. Farrel & Whidbee (2000) show 
that outside directors on boards that force a CEO to depart are more likely to leave the 
board than directors on boards that do not48. They also note that particularly those that 
have been closely associated with the CEO (by participating on decision making 

committees) display a high tendency to depart. The directors that force a CEO departure 
and that remain on the board tend to be rewarded (by receiving more directorships) 
according to the results of Farrel & Whidbee49. The risk of loosing a directorship can 

explain why boards are reluctant in removing a CEO. 
Ocasio (1994) concludes, for an average corporation, that the proposition that 

adverse corporate performance and an increased likelihood for CEO exit holds. 
However, when differentiating between corporations according to what Ocasio calls 
their "political dynamics" he finds that differing patterns can be seen. The patterns of 
political dynamics are created by "obsolescence" and "contestation". Obsolescence 

implies that the solutions that a CEO can provide for organizational problems become 

gradually more obsolete. With increasing obsolescence there are greater opportunities 
for the CEO to be contested. The process of challenging the CEO's authority is not 
continuous, but rather triggered by demise in economic performance. The challenges 

may be weakened by the institutionalization of CEO power in the later parts of a long 
tenure (a decade). Another side of the dynamics is provided by the composition of the 
board and Ocasio puts forward arguments that run contrary to the ordinary view of the 
functions of inside and outside directors50. Insiders are described as forming coalitions 
and providing information about the CEO (and a large number of them may be required 
to insure an adequate amount of such information). They are also themselves often 
candidates for the CEO position. Ocasio finds that the insiders rather than the outsiders 
are those most likely to challenge the CEO especially when performance is poor. 

The process of departure is to some extent regulated by rules. Most obvious would be 

mandatory ages for retirement, but it seems that procedures for departures develop as 

the organization experiences succession. Ocasio (1999) describes CEO succession as a 

47 
Which is not an organizational position, but rather a particular status. By Cannella & Shen identified 

empirically as "any officer who was the only person in a firm holding the title of president or of COO or 
both and who was at least five years younger then the incumbent CEO" (p. 258).
48 

They compare almost 540 outside directors in 70 instances of forced turnover to 576 directors that did 
not. 
49 These directors are characterized by being the least aligned with the CEO, owned substantial equity and 
whose firms performed well after the forced turnover. 
50 "insiders seeking entrenchment versus outsiders monitoring performance" p. 310 
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routinized process, which is influenced by formal and informal rules. He concludes that 
rules have an effect on the type of succession (for example, precedents of internal 
succession will increase the likelihood of an internal successor) as well as the rate of 
succession since he observes that when there are rules in place the rate of succession 
increases in corporations. The formation of such rules thus increases the 
bureaucratization of the corporation's highest levels. 

Alexander et al (1993) have considered organizational mechanisms that may increase 
the level of leadership stability. They find that increased CEO power vis-a-vis the board 
reduces instability. Rather than viewing it as a direct function of power, they explain it 
as an effect of a closer cooperation of the board to the CEO and thereby reducing the 

potential level of conflict. In their sample formal contracts seem to raise instability. This 
is because contracts may "provide boards with easily accessed termination procedures" 
(p. 92). 

When considering how organizations adapt to regulatory change Haveman et al. 
(2001) hypothesize that CEO succession rates will only slowly increase (rather than 

sharply and distinctly) after a major environmental change. The reasons for such a 

gradual shift is that the institutionalized power structures of the firm are in place and are 

not instantaneously brought down. They also find that the organizations that did change 
CEO after a major change outperform those that did not. A question arising is how the 
institutionalization of power is organized and how challenges can be brought on to it. 

2.5. The unfolding of problematic departures in businesses 

Few studies have studied the departures of chief executives in businesses with other 
than quantitative methods. There are two exceptions. 

Bouchikhi & Kimberly (1996) describe forced departures (accidents de carriére) of 
CEOs in France. They make valuable observations of the departure process. They 

classify the setting for departures as including performance problems, political changes 

affecting mangers in publicly owned companies, mergers and acquisitions, and scandals 

arising from legal actions. Further they note that the departures may be sudden and 

surprising to the CEO or, in contrast, reminiscent of prolonged trench warfare. Also the 
announcements of departures differ. They range from a brief statements to the press 

(often supplemented by leaks of informal information) to announcements where the 
CEO describes the departure as something that he desires in moving towards new tasks. 
They note that compensation, such as "golden parachutes", seldom is settled in advance 
in France, but rather negotiated ad hoc when the departure process is already in 

progress. Having exited, the French CEOs face what the authors call a "law of silence" 
in that they cannot speak about the conditions of the departures. They also face a 

substantial reduction and change of their social circle. They conclude by expressing 
their surprise at what they had thought to be a rather simple phenomena, in fact turned 
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out to be extremely complex in that the factors and the contexts in which the departures 
unfold are many and varying. 

Vancil's (1987) descriptions of succession processes conveys that such processes are 

extended over time, that there seems to be great planning of many events with special 
conditioning of select candidates. A gradual transition is held forward as an ideal (the 

"relay-race" rather than the "horse-race"). Vancil describes how much more trouble he 
had gathering data on disappointing CEOs than those that dealt with changes that 
involved less of personal and corporate performance problems. He notes that taking the 
initiative to firing a CEO is sensitive. He also points out how such a firing is carried out 
in a small group and that a board in its entirety seldom learns about it until late, perhaps 
even at the last board meeting of the CEO. 

2.6. Voluntary and involuntary departures 

In various forms the motives for departures appear as important characteristics of the 

departure process in the literature. It is common to divide departures in to the two 

general classificatory categories of voluntary and involuntary departures. The 
distinction has complications. It has been pointed out that one should not consider the 
motives for exits as dichotomous (Ebaugh, 1988). In the same vein Hambrick & Canella 
(1993) point out that it is often not possible to determine if a departure has been 

voluntary or involuntary, as they claim that "mutuality is a defining element of any 

relationship" (p. 736). 
Understanding the motives of a departure is complicated. There are many problems 

as to how motives can be inferred, if at all. For example, inferring disciplining from 

departure is perhaps misguided since such a rate is just as likely a mechanism of low 
intentions to remain CEO51. There are studies that outline differing kinds of motives. 

There motives for mobility. Carlson (1962) has distinguished between school 
superintendents in terms of mobility patterns. He thus speaks of those who are career-
bound and those who are place-bound. The place-bound are basically not movers and do 
not expect to depart in any other way than in retiring from office and are described by 
Carlson (1962:63) as defining the "relationship to the position as permanent". In order 
to achieve such permanence they must be apt in political maneuvers avoiding enemies 
and unsettling conflicts. The career-bound superintendents fall into three categories with 
three primary mobility patterns. The hoppers that frequently fail and quickly and often 
move on, the specialists who are called to perform special tasks and then move on and 

finally the statesmen who does not move on until he has "exhausted his capabilities". 
Motives are perhaps formed by post career concerns or by norms surrounding 

departures. Cohen & March (1974) considered the careers of college presidents and 

51 Think of the balance of inducements to contributions. 
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found that the departures seemed to be largely influenced by norms concerning the 

length of tenure and the proper age for retirement. But also, past the college president 
position the career opportunities seem to be bleak. The presidency will in most cases be 
the achievement that is to be cherished in retrospect. When approaching departure it has 
to be seem as the proper thing to do. Cohen & March suggest that the president will 
involve himself in "cooling off' activities. They predict that the presidents will "make 
themselves intolerably busy". This will make their work more demanding and 

containing conflicts with the result that "they grow tired and sick". The bleak prospect 
of departure may then be seen as an attractive opportunity. 

James & Soref (1981) state that they are concerned with structural requirements 

generated by positions rather than the motivation of individuals. Their structural view is 
also echoed in their view that "the behavior of business firms cannot be reduced to the 

motivations of their leaders. Profit imperatives constrain the behavior of the large firm" 
(p. 16). They exemplify with "the entrepreneur" for whom it is assumed that the 

prospect of economic failure is a structural requirement that will affect him whether or 
not he is motivated. Yet, the motives need to be formed to be assumed, which is clear in 

their discussion of "the manager". They write: 

If managers are fired when their firms fail to maintain adequate profits, it is likely 
that persons who come to occupy managerial positions tend to be motivated to 
enhance firm profitability. Even if they are not so motivated, they must act as if 
they wish to remain in their positions of authority. Yet what mechanisms ensure 

that corporate chiefs are removed from office when profits disappear or decline?(p. 
3). 

Their task then becomes to identify the mechanisms rather than to describe the process: 
"this research cannot identify the processes which remove corporate managers from the 
effective control of their firms, it can suggest whether or not such mechanisms exist" 
(p. 3). 

Despite this, if succession rates are influenced by the de-motivation of managers, is 
there then a need for boards of directors? Further yet, if working with the assumption of 
the entrenchment of managers then de-motivation would not seem to be a realistic 

assumption. Such assumptions concerning motives underlie many of the typical 
propositions concerning corporate governance. For example the way that managers are 

goals driven is reflected in how incentives may be structured. Brickley et al. (1999) find 
that CEOs that retire from better performing firms are more likely to serve on boards 
two years after their departures which they view as a performance incentive for the 
CEO. 

The issue of motives for departures is thus not without bearing and there are many 

that have tried to estimate the proportions of departures that are forced or involuntary. 
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Vancil (1987) has estimated the figure to 10 %52, Khurna & Nohria (2001) found 21 
%5\ Warner, Watts & Wruck (1988), 28 %54, Ward et al. (1995) found 13 % to be 

nonvoluntary55, James & Soref (1981) classify 14 to 22 % of a years departures as 

possibly forced56. Fredrickson et al. (1988) cite Herman's (1981) figures recording only 
20 such exits in large American firms between 1965 and 197457. In a study using media 
material, for Swedish conditions, I found almost 30% of the departures were reported as 

possibly forced (see Chapter 4). The medium by which the reasons are reported is likely 
to influence the way the reasons are presented and can be classified. 

There are thus many questions that are related to motives. When and how do 
incumbents perceive that it is time to depart? When does the prospect of departure 

present itself as an attractive opportunity and when is it just a possible way out? When 
does the board perceive it feasible to fire CEOs? 

2.7. Departures and legitimacy 

Political processes are, at least to an extent, disorderly and unpredictable. Just the type 

of disorder and unpredictability that connecting to departures has been seen as both 
undesirable and detrimental to performance. The use of power and political action may 

be seen as staged. Consider Edelman (1964:12) who points out that "political actions 
are both instrumental and expressive". 

Departure processes are perhaps presented in a more orderly fashion than in which 

they unfold (see the following section on departures and euphemisms). Such tendencies 
in presentation have been pointed at by Meyer & Rowan (1977) who characterize 
concrete activity as inherently disorderly and contrast this to the orderliness of formal 
presentation. 

Such action aimed at creating legitimacy seems to belong to the institutional 
concerns of the corporation rather than instrumental. Legitimacy may be seen as the 

product of an ongoing process of persuasion directed at, maybe most prominently, the 

organizational environment, with the intent of convincing that the organization serves a 

purpose. Such a purpose must be seen as meaningful to be persuasive. A concern for 
legitimacy lets us sense that the company is set in a context that is of another character 
than that of economic relations and requirements forcing adaptation and integration. 

52 In a sample that consisted of the almost 300 companies from the Fortune 500 lists for industrials and 
services in 1984. 
53 In the sample of Fortune 200 companies 1978 that experienced 221 turnovers until 1993. 
54 

Of 230 departures during the period 1963 - 1978 they identify 64 as forced using the stated reasons in 
the Wall Street Journal. 
55 From the sample Business Week Corporate elite listing of the thousand largest publicly traded 
corporations during the period 1988 - 1992. 
56 That is 16 up to possibly 26 out of 110 departures in Americas 300 largest industrials in 1965. 
57 The 200 largest non-financials. 
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Departures could harm the legitimacy and taken-for-granted character of an 

organization. Alexander & Lee (1996) find that the influence of succession on the 
failure of rural hospitals is the same regardless of the performance of the hospitals. 
Failure is thus influenced by something else. They propose the loss of identity when the 
CEO goes which may lead to a loss of support from critical stakeholders. 

The practices and procedures that define how departure processes should run are 

legitimized in particular manners in particular contexts. Thornton & Ocasio (1999) 
argue that higher order institutional logics "define the rules of the game by which 
executive power is gained, maintained, and lost in organizations" (p. 802). These 

change and consequently the rules and the contingent processes change. This way 

executive succession "solution to organizational problems of market instability depends 
not only on prevailing economic conditions but also on whether existing institutional 
logics legitimate succession as an appropriate response to market instability" (p. 807). 
Thornton & Ocasio show how a shift of logic in the publishing industry from a so called 
"editorial" to a "market logic" changes the way that succession is carried out. With this 
shift the determinants of succession move from organization size and structure to the 
conditions on product markets and the market for corporate control. 

2.8. Euphemisms and external presentation 

The departure process unfolds in the contexts of the board and top management, which 
are some of the most anonymous places in the corporate world58. In that sense the 

departure process is invisible to observers. In another sense, it is one of the most visible 

corporate events, impossible to conceal, with extensive reporting in the media. 
Renditions of the departure in mass media are easily accessible and are often used as 

sources in research on executive succession (e. g. James & Soref, 1981, who also 
discuss the drawbacks of this source extensively). 

The secrecy surrounding departures is quickly confronted in research. To retrieve 
information directly from actors is generally the exception59. Thornton & Ocasio 
(1999:822) note that: 

Our interviews /.../ indicated that the information that organizations release to 

employees and the business press is euphemized for a number of reasons. It is 

important to both executives and the board of directors to protect the firm from 

58 
An observation that Zald (1965:111) made "Boards of directors are hard to study. Often they conduct 

their business in secret; their members are busy people; the processes are themselves most effectively 
described by novelists". Winkler (1987) may, however, not agree. He has described how he and his 
associate achieved access to corporate directors and how they were able to observe "as flies on the wall". 
Even if they were able to observe quite astonishing on-goings, such as the rigging of cartels, I would 
suspect that the sensitivity of CEO successions would close the quarters even to an utterly discrete fly.
59 

The exceptions include most notably Bouchikhi & Kimberly (1996). 
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disruption, to maintain the power of executives so that they may find alternative 
positions, to prevent lawsuits, and to ensure the payout of executives' financial 
incentive plans. 

An additional reason for the secrecy may of course be an attempt to protect the integrity 
of the individuals involved in the departure. As is learned from work on succession a 

departure may be instigated by problems that are commonly considered as belonging to 

an entirely private sphere, such as severe illness or substance abuse. 
Theus (1995) describes how information release becomes constrained during crisis-

induced departures through the desire to create control through decreasing information. 
A kind of "wishing away" problems, which Theus explains with the board seeing the 
CEO as a victim of unlucky circumstances and the their need for face-saving. 

The euphemisms characterize the organization-environment relations, but there are 

also procedures in organizations that smooth the upsetting character of departures. I 
mentioned already in Chapter 1 that how the particulars of a career are seen as sensitive 
(Glaser, 1968a). Dalton (1959) notes that when a demotee has high status special posts 

are created for them, these are described as "sinecures" that involve pay but little duties. 
Departures and demotion may lead to the internal questioning of internal practices and 
structures just as much as to the reaffirmation of status quo. Goldner (1965) asks how 

organizations make demotion socially acceptable in a study of managers and executives 
of one large industrial organization. By being successful in legitimating demotion it is 

easy for the organization to move the managers around. The upsetting effects of 
demotion are offset by organizational adaptations such as obscuring demotion (for 
example by making events ambiguous) and by employing vague criteria for promotions. 
Goldner also points to personal adaptations. These may take place before the demotions 
such adopting the attitude of considering the price for advancement as too high (the as 

hours, the pressure) or afterwards by paying attention to other aspects of life (and self) 
than work. Goldner however points to the dilemma of facing former peers after the 
demotion. He however points out that the studied organization was large enough to 

prevent this from happening by moving those demoted. 
In the face of these problems several kinds of different sources are used to study 

departures. Most notably the business press (e. g. James & Soref, 1981) or a 

combination of information from the business press with some other source, for 
example Friedman & Singh who contacted a key informant in each company and sent a 

survey to human resource officers (with a response rate of 25%). Ward et al. (1995) 
asked knowledgeable executive search consultants and Boeker (1992) was able to 

retrieve information from the internal records of two market research firms. 
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2.9. Scapegoating and heroism 

Euphemisms seem to be at odds with some other symbolic operators of importance. The 
leader forced to leave in conjunction with poor performance is often described as a 

scapegoat in popular terms and sometimes a leader may even intentionally be cast as 

such. The mechanism of scapegoating was introduced early to the literature on 

departures. Is such casting and attribution possible if departures are not described as 

forced? 

Closer descriptions of scapegoating in organizational settings are rare, but Bonazzi 
(1983) has described the phenomena of scapegoating in organizations and how such 

blaming becomes credible. He is primarily interested in scapegoats that are 

instrumentally used by power-holders to deflect blame60. Blame may be attributed to a 

person in such a way as to make him appear as the culprit. However, of more interest is 
the fact that "although public opinion often recognizes that the punished individual is 
not the real or the only culprit, it nevertheless accepts him as guilty (providing that he is 

credible)", which is obviously a paradox. The question then arises how such credibility 
for a scapegoat is created. Bonazzi points out that there are cultural pre-suppositions for 
successful scapegoating. Positions may be seen as "conventional culprits" for systemic 
deficiencies by unwritten but widespread codes. The analogy to corporate CEOs does 
not seem far off. Bonazzi also points, from his case-study material, to the importance of 
a certain reverence for institutions in order for these to be able to conduct credible 

blame-giving. 
Boeker (1992) studies dismissals of managers as instances of scapegoating, but it is 

not necessarily the CEO that has to be "sacrificed" when there is adverse performance61. 
An alternative, that is politically feasible, is that managers at a lower level can be made 
to bear the blame62. The results show that the likelihood of a dismissal was affected by a 

selection power variables (shareholdings of CEO, dispersion of ownership, a greater 
proportion of insiders on the board, a greater proportion of the directors that were 

appointed by the CEO). Boeker also shows that when CEO power was high and 

performance was low there was a greater likelihood of top managers being dismissed 
rather than CEOs. Boeker describes this as CEOs buffering themselves from 

responsibility while compensating by replacing top managers. Scapegoating is not only 
tied to the organizational power play it is also tied to processes of legitimacy, as Boeker 
says: "these findings seem to underscore the organization's need to take some 

demonstrable, clear action in response to below-average performance". 

60 
This is contrast to expressive scapegoats that are victims of widespread aggression. I interpret this as a 

phenomenon that does not apply to formal business organizations.
1 He uses data on 67 firms in the semi-conductor industry. These firms are followed for the period 

between 1968 and 1989. There were 115 dismissals of CEOs and other top management.
62 

A pattern that is also pointed by Bonazzi (1983), see above. 



34 

Nevertheless, the scapegoat is not the only cultural type or role that has been tied to the 

departure process. I suggested earlier that a similar function might be seen in "the 
arrival of the hero" as antithetical to that of the scapegoat. But the cultural conceptions 
of heroism may be of importance for departures and the motivations of executives. 
Sonnenfeld (1988a, 1988b63) ties cultural conceptions of heroism to individual 
dispositions for action by the way the conceptions may come to influence the formation 
of self-image. This self-image may take on a heroic stature (the merging of the leaders 

personal identity with his or hers occupational role) and the sense of heroic mission that 
is characterized as "a drive to make an immortal contribution" (p. 272). These aspects of 
the self-image may contribute to a reluctance to depart. Sonnenfeld considers 
differences in departure style among four ideal types of departing CEOs. One of these, 
the monarch, is particularly interesting since their self-image creates the greatest 
barriers to exit. Sonnenfeld describes them as "fuelled by their compelling vision, 
monarchs rule until death, until forcible removal of palace revolts of the board or their 
subordinates, or until the firm is sold" (p. 276). 

2.10. Departures and organizational culture 

The euphemisms and the actions connected to scapegoating are directed at the 

organization's external audiences. The expressiveness of the departure is also related to 
internal aspects of the organization and may thus affect and be affected by 

organizational culture. I earlier introduced the assertion that departures are forgotten and 
that the salient aspects of the succession for organizations deal with the successor. Such 
an assertion is not unproblematic since studies show that organizations retain a memory 

of a departing leader. Two main uses of such recollections can be detected. 
Firstly the memory of a departed chief can be used as a structuring device for an 

organization's history. Pettigrew (1979) describes the history of a school in terms of 
critical events that are constituted by the changes of headmasters (see also Wetterström, 
2001). The changes thus form the sequences in a chronology64. The period of the 

predecessor may also serve as a point of comparison. Hodgson et al. (1965) studied a 

group of executives at a mental hospital where a new executive arrived. The succession 

process is described as emotional and symbol laden (even "mythogenic") where the 

departed leader was both idealized and devalued: "the succession process is as much 
influenced by the meanings and values assigned to these individuals by others in the 

system as it is by the actual characteristics of the predecessor and successor" (p. 249). 
Years after the departure they describe that the old superintendent of the hospital was 

63 A study based on interviews with 50 executives and a survey with responses from about 300 senior 
executives in large companies.
64 If nowhere else, then in the taxonomies for furniture styles we are alerted to the very same tendency 
(the Louis XIV succeeded by the Louis XV et c). 
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constantly present in conversations they observed, he was almost like a third member of 
the executive role constellation and how the present state was constantly compared to 

the conditions under the reign of the predecessor. 
Secondly, the "memory of the departed chief' may be put to strategic use in 

organizational action. Gouldner (1954) describes the exceedingly fond remembrance of 
the former plant manager "Old Dough" as an "idealization of the absent" (1950:653) 
where it is used to legitimate resistance to the new manager. In a study of two 

departments at a large hospital Levay (1999a, 1999b) notices how stories and legends of 
influential leaders are kept alive as symbolic reassurances of organizational values65. 

Culture integrates organizations by providing normative structuring. The 
maintenance of such normative structures is by strategic action is noticed in cultural 
research. Particularly it has been observed that the use of rites and rituals have been 
used to influence the normative structure of the organization. Departures are not left out 
from such use66. Schein (1992) identifies criteria for ex-communication as one of the 

primary embedding mechanisms for organizational culture. Trice & Beyer (1984) 
mention the firing of a CEO as a rite of degradation. 

Pfeffer (1981a) points to succession events as occasions for symbolic action, since 

they are events that are more political than "any other promotion or demotion in the 

organization" (p. 254). An instance of executive succession provides an opportunity to 

"create symbolic meaning which is useful in mobilizing support and providing symbolic 
outcomes to various participants in the organizational coalition" (p. 215). Pfeffer 
outlines, hypothetically, a typical scenario for a symbolic chain of events beginning 
with the association of a person with different problems. A way of doing this is leaking 
stories to the business press. Discrediting leads to dismissal and: 

The person responsible for the organization's problems is banished ignominiously 
from its ranks, and the publicness of the process, along with the attempt to identify 
symbolically the deposed individual with past policies and performance of the 
organization, can provide assurance that things will now change, (p. 217) 

There are those that have made close observations of actual degradations. Gephardt 
(1978) has reported on one instance of a forced departure67. By interpreting the events 

surrounding to the departure, conceived of in the manner of four phases: emergence of 
the formal organization, preliminary degradation attempts, successful degradation 

ceremony and finally post ceremony events. He demonstrates that the conceptions of the 

65 

Concerning one of these leaders the stories have managed to survive for more than thirty years.
66 The use of the term is controversial. Gluckman (1962) largely dismisses the presence of ritual in 
modern societal contexts, but he does point to examples that are more "tribal" in character (with tightly 
integrated sets of roles). These examples have to do with career like transitions involving leadership 
positions. He mentions the choice of a new master at a Cambridge college or the leader of a family firm. 
67 In fact it is his own problematic departure from the position of chairman of a student society, which he 
studies using an ethnomethodological perspective. 



36 

organization that have developed among the members, both frame the departure process 

and are used in demoting the leader of the organization. The framing of the departure 

against the conceptions of the organization is particularly salient when the behavior of 
the leader is framed in a manner such that: 

1. it violates important organizational rules 
2. it evidences improper style/poor taste, and/or deviant motivation 
3. it is harmful to or disruptive of the functional integrity of "the organization" (p. 

578) 

With the leaders behavior and actions framed in such a manner a departure may be seen 

as a solution to the perceived problematic behavior. 
The ritualism surrounding succession can perhaps be explained in another way. 

Rituals are important since they contain procedures that ease the transition between 
roles for the individual and at the same time they convey the information to others that 
the transition is taking place6*. Elements of ritual and ceremonial action in the departure 

process are thus to be expected. 

2.11. Accomplishments and challenges in research on departures 

The review has shown that departures have, in connection with the interest for 
succession, been a part of organizational research from its beginning in the early fifties. 
Although the phenomenon of succession in general is no longer neglected as it long was 

said to be (Gouldner, 1950), less has been accomplished about departures in particular. 
The lessons that have been learnt about departures may be seen against the background 
of three generally recognized types of problems that an organization confront and which 

organizational research has pointed to69: problems of performance, problems of internal 
integration and external adaptation, and finally problems dealing with legitimacy. 

Business organizations are challenged by the demand for economic performance. 
They have to economize resources in some manner, typically by balancing inputs and 

outputs to gain efficiency and thus, in the long run, survive. There is thus a criterion of 
efficiency. Managers are often assumed to play a critical role in these processes, for 
example by coordinating and controlling. Beyond mere sustenance organizations may 

be seen as vehicles used to reach desired ends in a rational and purposeful manner (cf. 
Scott, 1987). Success in such matters is described in terms of effectiveness. Managers 

6X This is the kind of function that rites of passage are said to have (Gluckman, 1962, Van Gennep, 1977).
69 The literature recurrently points to these and explores different ways in which they are resolved. 
Different accounts of such basic problems can be found in Abrahamsson (1992), Engwall (1985:27-31), 
Parsons (1960), Perrow (1961), Schein (1992), Thompson (1967). 
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are thought to guide these vehicles toward the goals70. Managerial performance and 

organizational performance thus become intertwined, with managerial accountability for 
organizational performance as a consequence71. The influence of poor performance on 

the departure rate of CEO's seems recurrent. In the other direction it is particularly the 
founder departures that seem to influence organizational performance with detrimental 
effect. Board actions such as disciplining seem to have no simple tie to improving share 

price. 
The departure can bee seen in relation to the organizations problems of internal 

integration by creating structure and coherence while maintaining some degree of 
flexibility to accommodate change and adaptation. Many of the adaptive problems have 
been attributed to the actions of the successor. Departures have been seen as disruptive, 
particularly so for the founder departures. Bureaucratization may offset disruptive 
effects, but it seems to provide procedures and regulations of departures that raise the 
rate of turnover. However when it comes to the organizational culture as an integrative 
mechanism then departures seem to play an important role in maintaining and 

generating normative structures. 
The departure is not only related to internal normative structures but also to external. 

This is related to the organization's need to generate legitimacy in the environment in 
order to be seen as credible, dependable, and perhaps even indispensable. The problems 
can be conceived as systemic effects or conditions that are related to departures thereby 

forming impetus for action. We saw how departures are connected to euphemisms when 
it comes to the external presentations and how symbolic processes such as the casting of 
scapegoats need to be credible and in accordance with cultural standards. 

Successful solving the problems dealing with internal and external acceptance of an 

organization leads to legitimacy72. Achieving such an acceptance means presenting 

acceptable measures of performance, a balance of order and disorder, continuity and 

change, as well as stability and instability73. The organization not only has to solve the 
administrative paradox, but make such a resolution credible74. Structures may also be 
seen as having value for legitimacy (Meyer & Rowan, 1977), a legitimacy (culturally 
determined) that is a precondition for performance. Problems and solutions intertwine. 

Already from the beginnings there was a use of quantitative (for example the work of 
Grusky) and qualitative (the work of Gouldner) methods, although the use of 

70 
With such an assumption they certainly influence the goals and perhaps even set them. The issue of 

what goals are to be set are at the heart of the corporation's control problem.
71 

Such a tie seems to also be a constitutive feature of leadership positions also in government (cf. Geertz, 
1993b).

72 
I view the CEO as located at the organization's institutional level (using Thompson's (1967) 

taxonomy). Meyer & Rowan (1977) point out that the critical contingency of organizations may range 
from output control for production organizations to generating acceptance through adaptation to generally 
accepted normative prescriptions for institutionalized organizations.
73 Such conditions are important for legitimating action as well. For example the conditions of disorder, 
change, and instability would seem to make radical managerial action legitimate.
74 

Some perhaps would argue that it suffices with the latter. 



38 

quantitative techniques has tended to dominate. Perhaps it is a relative lack of 
qualitative studies that had led to recent calls for detailed study of processes that pertain 
to the phenomenon of executive succession (Boeker, 1992; Friedman & Oik, 1995; 
Hambrick & Canella, 1993; Pitcher et al., 2000). 

Such detailed studies of processes are most likely to be successfully carried out with 

qualitative methods. There are two kinds of contributions that can be seen in such 
research. Firstly, knowledge about basic characteristics (who are the actors? what types 

of decisions are involved? are there typical phases or stages?) of the departure process 

can be gained. Secondly qualitative studies have a concern for the "actors point of 
view" (by no means an easy conception, see Bryman, 1989 for a discussion of this), 
which can contribute insights into the motives and emotions stirring the actors that are 

involved in the process. 

Beyond the "basics of process" the profound symbolic implications of departures 
have been frequently observed but scantly investigated. Even though it has been 

recognized that it is the symbolism of the CEO position, this is one important factor in 

differentiating it from other positions. A symbolic effect was recognized from early on; 
the "ritual scapegoating" of Gamson & Scotch (1964)75. This has been developed by 
Bonazzi (1981) and Boeker (1992). But I think that the symbolic importance can be 
seen in a greater realm of manifestations. I want to include the euphemisms and 
associations to heroism. Also, just think of the following example where Kesner & 
Sebora (1994:320) describe succession. They say that it functions "as a signal about the 
institutions future to external stakeholders". Here we have symbolism at work. 

To understand the departure process with its symbolic, motivational, and emotive 

aspects I think that a pivotal role is held by culture. In general, the role of culture has 

increasingly come to be seen as important - in characterizing organizations, 
organizational actions, and the understanding of organizations76. Attention has been 
turned both to the symbolic surface phenomena and ritualistic actions (ceremonies, 
rituals et c., Trice & Beyer, 1984) as well as the cultural "deep structures" of 
organizations (Kunda, 1992; Lampou, 1992; Schein, 1992). More recently narration and 
discourse as organizational action (e. g. Czarniawska, 1997) has been added to the 

agenda. 
Symbols may be unambivalent, potent, and clear-cut, but a symbolist perspective 

points in another direction. There are ambiguities in representation and interpretation 
(Turner, 1990). Even if cultural deep structures sometimes are highly integrating, 
organizational cultures may also be differentiated, even fragmented (Frost et al., 1991). 

75 

They made a brief reference to Malinowski (1948) but otherwise were very restrictive about the 
functioning of such an effect or mechanism. Brown also joins this effect without closer consideration. 
Although Lieberson & O'Connor (1972) are more explicit in their treatment of how a symbolic effects 
could function it is not the main issue in their paper.
76 

Overviews of research in the field are found in Pettigrew, 1979; Allarie & Firsitrotu, 1984; Martin & 
Frost, 1996. 
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Cultural theories have pointed to how organizations are set in normative contexts both 
influenced by these contexts and influencing them in turn. Culture is thus likely to 

harbor important constraints and contradictions. Current perspectives on culture point to 

the links between cultural super-structures and individual actions (DiMaggio, 1997, 
Lampou 1999). Strauss (1992) points out that the influences of culture on motives that 
lead action are not easy and direct; culture may be inconsistent, culture is not easily to 

read and may be misunderstood, and thus the recognition of a cultural model need not 
lead to a motivation to act. In the same vein DiMaggio (1997) points out that cultural 
schemas may be strategically employed, and calls culture a "grab-bag of odds and ends" 
and Bryman (1996) to how messages can be imaginatively consumed. Cultural 
conceptions may be schematically organized around positions in terms of roles. 

These attempts point at merging action and culture. In the organizational literature 
the distinction between one element that deals with activity (which is material, 
substantial, and tangible) and one that deals with meaning (which is symbolic and 

intangible) is common and seemingly difficult to transcend77. 
The observations on culture have implications on the present study. If cultural frames 

of reference are activated situationally then it follows that we need to find out what 
situations are present in departures and to answer questions about what is going on and 
what is happening in problematic departure processes. 

A further question is then: if situations are described as interacting with cultural 
frames then what are the results of these in terms of motives, judgments, decisions, acts, 
time perspectives, conflicts, and influences? 

One aspect of the departure and its symbolism is the public image of departure. 
Others have studied aspects of corporate governance in such a manner. Hirsch (1986) 
dealt with the cultural framing and institutional integration of corporate takeovers in 
America7x. The work of Westphal & Zajac (1994, 1998), and Zajac & Westphal (1995)79 
deals with the question of how implementation of long-term incentive plans for chief 
executives have been justified. This puts business corporations and their actions in 

77 

Bailey (1983:180 tries to overcome a similar contradiction when discussing the connections between 
culture and practice. Trice & Beyer (1984) describe two components of culture. Firstly its forms which 
are "the practices whereby the meanings are expressed" and secondly it's substance: "the networks of 
meaning contained in its ideologies, norms, and values". By studying cultural forms it is possible to 
discover the networks of meaning. Edelman (1964) has, as already mentioned, used the distinction 
between instrumental and expressive action in his analysis of how political decisions allocate material 
benefits to dominant groups under the quiescence of the "masses who are symbolically reassured". It has 
also been discussed by Czarniawska & Sköldberg (1998) and Barley & Tolbert (1997).
7S Hirsch (1986) argues for the importance of culture for the study of business and writes "This case 
should reinforce attention to the importance of the role of culture in the study of business and other 
important social institutions. It is important to reemphasize the role and force of new ideas in spurring 
change, whether we consider them superstructural or accord them more primary causal significance. It is 
important also to take account of the symbolic form in which they are presented, for this feature too is 
very likely to influence the outcome" (p. 829).
79 

And of course in the literature that employs annual reports in different ways such as Bettman & Weitz 
(1983), Fiol, (1989, 1995), Salancik & Meindl (1984), Staw et al. (1983). 
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relation to their institutional contexts and thus the departure becomes tied to power 

processes and images of success and failure. 
The conditions that are created by the dubious presentations of the departure (i. e. 

what seems to happen may very well be something else than what is going on) seem to 

put us in the state of a double bind. What we, in the first instance, want to learn about 
the departure, namely which are the events that characterize a problematic departure, it 
is impossible to discover. And that which we can gain knowledge about, the forms of 
the presentation, may have no actual referents in the substantial process; they may be 

just stories that have been given in the most suitable form for the public. 
There are thus important questions to be posed concerning the kind of knowledge 

that can be gained about problematic departures. One strategy for gaining answers is by 

considering the presentation of a departure as very much part of the process. Thus, 
instead of trying to escape the dubious presentations my plan is to see presentation as a 

subject in itself. Thus this study also deals with how departures are presented. 
How information about such action is presented and interpreted is yet again 

culturally framed. Economic constraints and political motives may thus influence the 

strategic use of cues from the "cultural grab-bag of odds and ends" (DiMaggio, 1997). 
We must also seek out assumptions and meanings that are tied to the CEO position and 
actions that relate to it. 1 have also recognized that such expectations may be seen as 

both external and internal to the firm. Further I observed the importance of observability 
of the role as a mechanism in handling or creating strain in role-structures. This is 

important to my problem since limitations on observability provide limitations on 

accountability (Merton, 1968:410). 
In order to describe and understand the departure process, taking both the symbolic 

and the substantial into account, I have studied two kinds of empirical material. Firstly I 
conducted interviews with CEOs and chairmen that have been involved in problematic 

departures. Secondly I studied the presentation of departures in the business press and 
the annual reports of business corporations. The accounts gathered in the interviews 
with departed executives will orient us to what types of actions and events are found in 

problematic departure processes. They also let us learn about the motives and emotions 
of the departed CEO's. The descriptions from the interviews of the departure process 

will be put in relief to the harmonious departures that we find in the corporate annual 
reports or the almost epic dramas played out in the mass media when reporting on 

problematic departures. How I gathered and analyzed the material is the subject of the 
next chapter. 



CHAPTER 3 

Studying departures 

Can one tell - that is to say, narrate — time, time itself, as such, for its own sake? That 
would surely he an absurd undertaking. A story which read: "Time passed, it ran on, the 
time flowed onward" and so forth - no one in his senses could consider that a narrative. It 
would be as though one held a single note or chordfor a whole hour and called it music. 
For narration resembles music in this, that it fills up the time. It "fills it in " and "breaks it 
up, " so that "there's something to it"... "something going on. " 

Thomas Mann 

The Magic Mountain, p. 541 

3.1. Introduction 

My study of problematic departures is largely a qualitative study employing data 
collection through interviews and documents. This chapter clarifies the reasons for my 

choices in design, data collection, and the related presentation of results. I also consider 
the constraints faced in the research and the limitations that apply to the results. 

A rationale for applying a qualitative approach to the study of departures appears in 
the conclusions of Chapter 2 on earlier studies of succession and departures. There, I 
pointed to the need for knowledge about the basic characteristics of the departure 

process, as well as the need for a sense of what "is important to individuals as well as 

their interpretations of the environments in which they work" (Bryman, 1989:25). 
I believe that the interpretations of the actors themselves and their accounts and sense 

of what is (or is not) going on are important. Therefore, collecting accounts from actors 
is meaningful.1 By taking the actors' understandings into account, phenomena such as 

departures may be delimited in order to provide understanding of them as actions—an 

understanding that requires the identification of the types of actions involved, and of 
what motives and intentions are associated with those acts. Such a task is not without 

problems, and in particular I encountered problems of access and ambiguity. These 

problems, however, should not be written off as only methodological obstacles; rather I 
believe that, while constituting problems for the study, they are also significant features 
of the social context of departure events. In this chapter, therefore, 1 first discuss the 

problem of ambiguity of departure visibility and then present the methodology of the 

study. 

I thereby presuppose that the motives for actions and the interpretations are, if not perfectly transparent, 
then at least reasonably graspable for the actors. 

1 
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3.2. Ambiguity and process 

In Chapter 1 I made the observation that the particular aspects of one career may be 
controversial—even taboo—and in the literature review (Chapter 2) I noted the 

euphemistic (and thereby ambiguous) character of the information about the departures, 
and. Within such restrictions, it seems that a departure is a movement in social space of 
which there no single true accounts The different settings in which the accounts of the 
events evolve present different strategies and modes of understanding and interpreting 
the causes, outcomes, and dynamics of the events.3 

The ambiguity does not arise because the departures are of low visibility. To an 

extent it is true to say that they are highly visible, but, visible as they may be, that 
visibility carries with it a low degree of transparency. Consider Czarniawska (1992:15) 
who, referring to the work of Etzioni, argues that with conflicts organizations become 
more transparent, but they also become more closed. High visibility thus leads to 

closure and a reduction of transparency to the observer. This transparency becomes very 

tangible in attempts to classify departures. While they are easy to identify, they are 

nevertheless difficult to classify due to their low transparency. The combination of 
closure and visibility creates problems with access, which now merit further discussion. 

Problems in obtaining information must of course be weighed against the expected 

quality of the information. One issue is whether the ambiguity of information about 
departures influences this. To search for information that may be expected to be full of 
unreliable data (e.g., a high respondent bias) may not be considered meaningful. This 

problem is dealt with by Fredrickson et at. (1988:257) when they propose a model for 
the departures of chief executives. Regarding data on social and organization political 
conditions, they write: 

The sensitive nature of the data would yield substantial measurement error and 
response bias. Also, it would be difficult to gain even the nominal participation of 
significant numbers of board members in such a study. Therefore, it is important to 
use objective measures from readily available sources. 

But searching for objective data may be quite difficult. For example, it is possible to 

assume that when a CEO remains on the board of directors, this may be a sign that the 

departure was both planned and voluntary, but as Ward et ah (1995:130) conclude 

concerning such moves: 

/.../ it is quite probable that a number of those exits coded as retired, but who 
remained the board of directors, may have been as a result of board pressure to on 

2 
The movement may, of course, include more tangible notions. 

3 

"Setting" I think of as synonymous with context, medium, discourse, narrative, story, legend, picture. 
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step down as CEO. It is not an infrequent occurrence that a CEO remains on the 
board for short period after stepping down in order for the board and CEO to a 

disguise the internal disputes that surrounded the succession event. 

It does not seem unreasonable, as Friedman and Singh (1989) point out, that boards 
strive to present departures as "normal" and thereby uncontroversial. On the other hand, 
as Pfeffer (1981 a:257) observes, the press have a preference for portraying the political 
elements in a succession event. Such contrasts also emerge in the studies presented in 
this thesis. This is important since Alvesson and Berg (1992:210) have described 

ambiguity as having emerged as one of the most central concepts in organization 

theory.4 They want to describe ambiguity as representing a "phenomenological, almost 
relativistic view of reality, where choices, decisions, and actions cannot be understood 
and interpreted in a clear-cut way, but have to be explained from several possible 
logics."5 Ambiguity is then a problem of representation in which the connection 
between the symbol and what it represents is not clear-cut. One remedy, according to 

the authors, is to study organizations from a symbolic perspective. 
It is not only the ambiguity resulting from manipulation of information that makes 

the departures a difficult catch. The kinds of departures that I wanted to study are, in 
contrast to planned retirements, only suddenly and unexpectedly announced publicly. 
The departures may thus only be studied ex post. Both the actors and the researcher 
must thus be using retrospection in considering the event. Taken together, factors such 
as this make departures hard to study. The question is whether such ambiguity should be 
considered to be an obstacle or an opportunity. My position is that by prying between 
the external and internal, between what is visible and what seems hidden, what is said 

and what is happening, by comparing the ambiguous to the unambiguous, something 
can be learned about the departure process. 

Perhaps a processual understanding of organizational action can help here. It should 
be of value to relax the need for "a one-shot measurement of something that is" and 
instead seek "the interpretation of something that over time emerges in a context." This 
is not far-fetched, since it was one of my conclusions from the literature review that 
there was a need for studies of process. But if we are paying attention to process, and 
more specifically to the departure process, what are we actually studying? Is process 

just a convenient term for labeling "everything that occurs" or is it something more 

specific? There are indeed plenty of processual perspectives. 

4 

They place the origin in March and Olsen's (1976) formulation of the logic of ambiguity. March & 
Olsen (p. 12) point to four kinds of ambiguities, those dealing with intention, understanding, history, and 
organization.
1 

This may be perceived as deeply troubling since an argument for the application of research methods to 
social phenomena is that they are able to uncover latent (hidden, unseen) structures and relations. The 
methods are thus a way of knowing through "seeing," and ambiguity should be cleared rather than 
exploited. 



44 

On the one hand, one may with Bryman (1989:137) take the view that studying process 

means studying "the unfolding of events in time."6 On the other hand, there are such 

contemporary perspectives where the dissolution of established ways of thinking about 
structures and perceptions of time (e.g., Chia, 19967; Tsoukas and Chia, 1999). With 
such a view, we do not see organizations and processes, but rather organizations as 

processes, and we would emphasize organizing rather than organization.8 
Pettigrew (1997:338) offers a definition of process as "a sequence of individual and 

collective events, actions and activities unfolding over time in context." The basis for 
the definition is a view of social reality as dynamic and continuously occurring, and 
there is thus not one continuous steady state. This means that there is a need for process 

analysis to be contextual. Processes are "social processes that are embedded in contexts 

that produce them and are produced by them" (p. 340). The contexts cannot be seen in 
isolation from human agency; rather, the process view sees these as inextricably linked.1' 
Pettigrew also writes about the need for a search of temporal interconnectedness in the 

process—a search that together with the contextual sensitivity leads to holistic rather 
than linear explanations of process10. 

Pettigrew finally emphasizes the importance of linking the process analysis to the 

explanation of outcomes and the search for mechanisms. The function of this 

assumption is contrary to the other assumptions that generate complexity. By 

emphasizing a clear outcome, complexity is reduced, and the outcome may even be seen 

as "the anchor of the whole investigation" leading to the goal of trying to "theorize 
about constellations of forces shaping the character of the process and its outcomes" (p. 
340). 

Thus armed, I believe it is time to set out to find the forces that shape the exits of 
CEOs into problematic departures. But moving from the ambitions of processual 
research to data collection entails confronting practical constraints. 

6 

Pettigrew (1973:275) has argued that research on process demands longitudinal research designs. A 
process understanding of problematic departures would then be hard to attain due to the access problems. 

Chia writes (s. 46) "Whilst being-realism makes fact ultimate, becoming-realism makes process 

ultimate. In the latter it is fully acknowledged that reality is in perpetual flux and transformation and 
hence unrepresentable through any static conceptual framework or paradigm of thought." Also Chia & 
King (1998). particularly p. 465ff. 
8 But it is painful to dissolve too many concepts (cf. Berger & Luckmann, 1971:125f.). Burrell's (1997) 
journey to Pandemonium may also be taken as an example.
9 

An example of how such a view of contexts is empirically realized can be found in Pettigrew & 
McNulty (1998) who discuss the use of power on the boards of directors of large companies in the United 
Kingdom. There the division between two kinds of context includes in the outer context "the changing 
contours of the political, social, and legal context which through governance debates shape expectations 
and aspirations of boards,"... "codes of practice which can crucially affect the legitimacy of part-time 
board member roles," ..."the culture and history of certain industrial and commercial sectors can place a 

constraint on the development of board conduct," but also the "business performance of the firm." The 
inner context includes "board history and culture," "norms of conduct, patterns of selection and 
socialization into board roles, and expectations of those roles." 
10 Consider also Pentland (1999), who asserts that to explain a process "one needs to identify the 
generative structures that enable and constrain it"(p. 722). 
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3.3. Data collection and analysis 

The research process can be described as iterative with a recurring iteration between 

theory, data, pattern recognition, and concept formulation. From the beginning, I had 
the ambition to get at the double character of the problematic departure by considering 
both "inside" and "external" accounts. 

Quite early, I formulated a phase model for departures, inspired by research on career 

(for example, Arnesson, 1998). I also worked with dualistic pairs of concepts that 
appeared in the material, examples of which have been important are public/private, 
visible/invisible, and voluntary/involuntary. Such pairs pointed to problems in the 

process, although I was not sure in what way. 
The research on corporate CEOs was at the initial stage carried out concurrently with 

a project dealing with the departures and work of hospital CEOs in Sweden. This 
research dealt with some of the problems that are presented in this thesis. The results 
have been reported elsewhere (Griinberg, 1996, 1999). 

Three types of data have been collected and analyzed separately. The main idea is 
that, as I have touched on earlier, the departure is comprised of a very public face and a 

very intimate sphere. I have therefore two very public discourses and one of a much 
more intimate kind: interviews, presentations in annual reports, and finally reports from 
the business press. Each type required a separate method of data collection, which is 
described below. There are several reasons for selecting these types of data. First, they 

provide ground for studies of internal processes as well as external representations of 
them. Second, I found it important to use data that were not anonymous to describe 

parts of the process. Third, the different kinds of data illustrate different steps in what I 
have come to call the departure process. Another aspect of selection was one of 
curiosity and a feeling of insights waiting to be discovered. 

Alternative sources considered were the minutes of boards of directors, which could 

be seen as a formal yet confidential discourse." At the other end of the spectrum would 
be radio or television broadcasts dealing with departures or how succession is handled 
at annual meetings of the shareholders.12 

" The work of Ariebäck (1996) suggests that little is, however, to be learnt about departures from such 
accounts. 
12 

I pursued the latter form of data by in the spring of 1998 participating in four annual meetings where 
there were changes of CEOs (the meetings were those of Ericsson, Stora, SSAB, and Sydkraft). 

http:shareholders.12
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3.4. Interviews 

I conducted 13 interviews with the aim of describing the career histories of the 
individuals and with the objective of leading the interview to concrete phenomena 

(persons, places, and dates). The data assembled from the interviews is evidently chiefly 
so called "subjective data" (the respondent's concepts, interpretations, recollections of 
emotions and events, their perceptions of causes and outcomes), even if there appears 

information about phenomena that have objective referents.13 
The use of interviews is a debatable issue. One stand would be with Mintzberg et al. 

(1976:246) who wrote, concerning the making of strategic decisions, that "the best trace 

of the completed process remains in the minds of those people who carried it out." The 
accounts that I collected through interviews are rich in detail and, as far as it is possible 
to judge such a thing, I have the experienced the majority of my informants as 

straightforward and sincere. On the other hand the explanations of departures given by 
the interviewed may instead be viewed as justifications. 

A critical problem was arranging the interviews.14 How does one go about asking 

persons about events most certainly have been strenuous and sometimes publicly 

humiliating? Two pathways were followed in the requests for interviews: (a) by the 
means of personal contacts and (b) by contacting persons directly by mail. 

A formal letter was sent in all cases, in most cases including a formal statement of 
the study's policy on anonymity.15 Anonymity was considered essential for success in 

being granted interviews. A consequence of this stance on anonymity was that I chose 
to abstain from what it called "the method of snowballing"; likewise, I avoided any 

attempt at what Jackall (1994:14) calls "becoming known" to the actors of the field. 
1 think that I reasonably successful. 1 concur with Winkler (1987:130,135), who was 

argues that the problems of access are not only lodged in an dlite's closure, but also in 
the researcher's mind-set: 

Elites control entry to their worlds even more rigorously than most people and are 

frequently disinclined to allow outsiders to watch them. At least, social scientists 
often assume they are so disinclined, and hence forbear to knock on the doors in 
the corridors of power /.../ They convince themselves that rejection is inevitable 
and so shrink from asking. 

13 
An interview may, of course, be used to derive hard data of a more objective character (cf. Bryman, 

1989:30ff.)
14 There are ways to avoid the access problems. Firstly, the researcher can take the opportunity of 
studying a departure that develops in an already ongoing field study (Olsen, 1979); this can be called a 

carpe diem strategy or introspective method (e.g., Gephardt, 1978); this would be the "know thyself' 
strategy. Both these strategies make it possible to avoid two of the problems of access; both the ex post 
restriction and the restrictions on privileged information. 
15 Included as Appendix 1. 

http:anonymity.15
http:interviews.14
http:referents.13
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Armed with promises of anonymity, I did receive some interviews, but the implications 
of anonymity do not stop when the interview is done. The consequences of the strategy 

have to be confronted when it is time to present the research. 
The interviews were semi-structured (tending towards the open end of this category). 

Before conducting the interviews. I investigated the background of the informants and 

companies by studying biographical reference works, annual reports, and newspaper 
articles. These sources helped me put together an interview guide to serve as a support 
in keeping the interview on track. In the beginning, 1 used a list of questions, which I 
later replaced with a sheet where I had sketched a timeline of the informant's career, 

important events during a tenure and some questions (see appendix 2). 
The interviews took place in the homes or offices of those interviewed and lasted 

between one and two hours. One exception was an interview that was only granted as a 

telephone interview, which lasted only half an hour. With one exception, I was allowed 
to tape all the interviews. In the case where I was not allowed to make a recording, I 
took generous notes that I immediately transcribed. 

The interviewed mostly came from the high context of Swedish business, and I 
discovered it not unusual for them to have experienced several CEO departure events. 
These experiences may have derived from other positions than that of CEO, for example 
as directors. 

I received information on three kinds of events: primary, secondary, and reference. 
Primary events are the events primarily selected for study and the reason for asking for 
the interview (I had 14 such since there was one respondent that I wanted to interview 
about two events). Secondary events are instances of succession that appear in the 
interviews, other than primary events but self-experienced (there were 26). In my work I 
made no distinctions between primary and secondary events; I felt lucky to get hold of 
information that I had not expected on a matter where access is hard-won. In the 
interviews, I also find reference events that are instances of succession used as a 

comparison or an example. I did not encounter any great number of reference events, 

only a little more than 10, in the material—with some regret, since that type of event 

may be a good indicator of cultural conceptions. 
The primary and secondary events had been experienced from different positions. 10 

events had been experienced as chairman, 24 as CEO, and 6 as director. Among the 
interviewed there were three CEO-chairman "pairs". 

In the interviews, there are also two particular ways of speaking about events. Firstly, 
there may be a discourse on the general way things are and should be. This is a 

normative way of speaking about the world. Secondly, there are stories about specific 
events and persons. Often, it seems that the second form of discourse is treated as an 

exception to the first. Given an interest both in the development and of the departure 

process and of its presentation, both modes are of importance. 
I studied my interviews, searched for concepts and how they might be related. I 

worked with something that I called a "field map" where I recorded my concepts and 
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tried to graphically sort out how they were related. The big challenge was not breaking 
the interviews down into components and concepts; instead, these parts were 

aggregated. I arrived at a phase-model that I worked with in different versions. The idea 
of phases is related to an effort to take issues of time into account. Important for the 
research process has been the writing up of parts of the research in short papers. 

Nevertheless, the presentation of research in progress was impeded by the restrictive 

necessity of ensuring anonymity. The granting of anonymity creates constraints on 

presentation since the data have to be referred to in such a manner that informants do 
not run the risk of being exposed; while at the same time, the conveyed information 
must be made as credible as possible. Presenting interview results in the form of cases 

was deemed impossible due to the public character of the events. Significant events and 
their interconnections would be recognized. But by removing all such significance, we 

would be left with stories without meanings. 
Techniques of anonymization differ. One extreme example is provided by Warner 

and Low (1950:145) who "created" a city with all its inhabitants: 

Each person, each institution, and each incident is a composite drawing. No one 

actual individual or family in Yankee City is depicted, rather the lives of several 
individuals are compressed into that of one fictive person...The justification for 
these changes lie in our attempt to protect our subjects and to tell our story 

economically /.../ The persons and situations in some of the sketches are entirely 

imaginary. 

Such an approach is attractive in that it allows a description of contexts. I tried out a 

similar approach by literally mixing fragments from the interviews, thereby creating 
stories or ideally typical tales. This, however, does create great ambiguities for the 
readers: What is real? What is fiction? 1 have settled, therefore, for an account that 
follows the phases that I identified in my analysis of the texts. The sense of context is 
lost but anonymity is assured. 

3.5. Annual reports 

The study of annual reports is based on those companies that are traded on the 
Stockholm Stock Exchanges (SSE) A-list.16 A total of 130 CEO departures were 

identified. I studied the presentation of these in annual reports. For four departures I was 

not able to obtain annual reports for and these were excluded. I thus came to study 126 

departures. 

16 An earlier subdivision between AI and All companies has been handled in such a manner that both 
categories are considered as A-list companies. 

http:A-list.16
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I decided to investigate each departure in such a manner that three annual reports were 

studied for each succession event. Firstly, one report (/) was established as the one 

where the successor was the CEO. To establish this, I identified the author of the letter 

to shareholders; also who had signed the director's report. Secondly, I studied the 
annual report preceding t (t-1) and the annual report for the subsequent year (/+/). For 
every departure, I recorded in what manner the annual reports actually reported on the 
succession event; I made a distinction whether it was reported on in text or pictorial 
form; also, where and in what section of the annual report this was made. In all, in 
excess of 350 annual reports were studied. 

Having identified the presentation, I went on to a closer examination of texts and 

pictures in the two sections of the annual report where departures were most often 
mentioned: the letters to shareholders and the director's report. There were 60 letters to 

the shareholders and 72 director's reports. 
All mentions of departures from the identified sections of the annual reports were 

excerpted and typed into a separate computer file using a uniform format. These 

transcriptions were then used for coding. 1 transcribed the paragraph in which the 

departure was mentioned, as long as the text was specifically dealing with the 

departure.17 The mentions of departure might also appear in headings, under signatures, 
or in texts that referred to pictures and were sometimes very short fragments of text. 

Each excerpt was coded using a fixed scheme. The scheme was gradually developed 

by testing it on selected excerpts and in that way continual adjustments were made in 
the classification scheme. The coding scheme encompassed three main categories; 
additionally, some general information about the texts, such as company, year and type 
of text, who is presented as the sender of the letter to the shareholders, and the 

temporality of the text. The final scheme was applied to all excerpts. I used a form as a 

support for coding (included as appendix 2). 
The first category deals with the antecedents of the departure in the explanations 

found in the annual reports. Were there mentions of past causal forces (at least those I 
saw as causes) or were there particular states or conditions (which I labeled as mentions 
of the past)? We distinguish between causes and mentions of the past that could be seen 

as pertaining to individuals or being external to them—and if external, whether they 
were described as organizational or environmental. 

In the second category, the scheme captures different aspects of the departure per se 

in the explanations. The terms used to describe the departure were first recorded. I then 
also searched for mentions of emotions associated with the departure, since I had 
learned from interviews that departure from the highly central CEO role was often 
associated with strong emotions in the cases of problematic departures. Other aspects 
recorded included the following: 

17 
I have thus not studied the entire section, although such an analysis is, of course, possible (cf. 

Fiol, 1989). 

http:departure.17
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• Whether the text mentions the succeeding CEO or the departing one; in the case 

of letters to the shareholders this is determined by who signs the letter. 
• How the text is temporally placed in relation to the departure: Does it anticipate 

the departure or is the text looking back at a departure that already has taken 

place? (I used a very inclusive notion of emotion to capture statements that 
expressed intention, such as "I want to" or "I desire.") 

• How the timing of the departure was mentioned; for example, if a date for the 

departure or a particular event was mentioned. (I let the mention of the 
shareholders meeting take precedence over date.) 

Finally, a third category deals with what the consequences of the departure were 

described as being for the individual, for the organization, and for external 
contingencies. Included in this category are phenomena associated with the departure. 
The association may be one of two kinds: that of a real consequence—that is, when the 

departure is seen as the mechanism that brings about a new state; or a second and more 

common type of association that describes the state after the departure without the 

departure being seen as a mechanism. 
In conclusion, the classificatory categories as described in Figure 3.1. When the 

excerpts had been coded, the results were entered into a database. 

Figure 3.1. Categories used in the classificatory schemefor coding annual reports 

DEPARTURECAUSES ^ CONSEQUENCES 
* Personal forces * Actors and personal 

* Personal 

-

- Successor attributes Successor 

- Predecessor- Predecessor * Terms used 

* *Organizational forces Emotions 
* Organizational 

* *External forces Temporality *External 

contingencies 

The mentions of departures appeared not only in texts, but also in images. In working 
with these images, or pictures, I had to face the issue of how to transfer the meaning of 
the images into words. Pictures are not the most common form of empirical material to 

use in organizational analysis, but there are examples of their use. Dougherty and 
Kunda (1990) investigated organizational theories of customers in competing 

organizations by such a method. Referring to the work of Erving Goffman, they write: 
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He suggests that photographs are a powerful and condensed rendition of important 
social relationships. As meaning bearing narratives they are different, he says, yet 
no more contrived than many other communications. Organizations self¬ 

consciously display themselves and their relationships in their annual reports; they 
deliberately select photographs of customers to complement this display (p. 187). 

One of the problems in studying the expression of a succession in pictures was the 

problem of insider successors, particularly when these were deputy CEOs. Usually, 
internal recruits are considered to be agents of continuity, and this is supported in the 

pictures. If in other pictures the situation is one of active change in bringing somebody 
in, the internal recruit usually already stands next to the incumbent—only awaiting the 

opportunity to take one step to the left or right to move into that position. 
I also faced the issue of whether to recognize the pictures separately or whether to 

consider the content of a page or a section of the annual report. I chose the latter 
alternative and started by compiling all the pictures in one binder. The pictures then 
described in words based on the following questions: 

• Where is the picture found in the annual report? 
• What are the persons doing? 
• How are they dressed? 
• What is their expression and composure? 
• What is the setting? 

This way I developed a sort of catalogue of the pictures. Later the pictures were copied 
in roughly uniform size onto uniform pieces of paper, which were then used to group 

and regroup the pictures into categories. My efforts resulted in three categories: pictures 
that contained a strong expression of succession, those where successor and predecessor 
were found side by side and finally images of succession that were created by 

combining single pictures. 

3.6. Departures in the press 

Media images and accounts are important for explaining how collective views of leaders 
and leadership emerge. Chen and Meindl (1991:521) argue that 

Collective conceptions of organization, and of leadership in particular, are 

expressions of a national culture at large in which both leaders and followers are 

embedded and, as such, are open to those institutional forces that create and 
disseminate 'business news' and information. 
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By studying how the public image of the entrepreneur Donald Burr developed in the 
business press18 during both his rise and fall, Chen and Meindl asked how the image 
would be reconstructed with "new negative performance information that is also 
associated with the tenure of the same leader." They show that the portrayal of Burr is 
consistent in themes, i.e., the same traits that were seen as contributing to his rise are 

seen as contributing to the demise of his firm. Chen and Meindl attribute such a 

consistency to the news-reporting institutions' need for credibility: "Credibility is 

generated out of a consistency with past constructions and the ability of those 
constructions to accommodate current realities." Such consistency is, in sense, a 

contrary to the quick role-reversals that Klapp (1964) has observed. Media can 

consequently not always be seen as directly reflecting "public opinion." 
If the survey of the presentation of departures in annual reports is broad and 

inclusive, the study of the presentation in the business press is narrow. I chose to study 
two cases. In the case of Augustsson, 1 wanted to see how a dismissal was dealt with. 
The choice of the Helgesson case was on the merits of the change from a voluntary 

departure to an involuntary one. The number of cases could have been larger; but the 
limit was one of time. There are similarities in the cases that are perhaps unlucky. Both 

companies, SKF and Stora, belong to that type of classical Swedish corporation with a 

long history. In both companies, the Wallenberg family19 held influential blocks of 
shares during the departure processes. One might have chosen other owners in another 
type of company: for example, the departure of Fabian Månsson from H & M, the 
Swedish retail chain (a young, rather short-tenured CEO from a retail firm, a likeness in 
that H & M is family controlled) and where the circumstances were ambiguous rather 
than clear. 

I used the Affärsdata database to find and retrieve articles about the departures. The 
database includes business dailies, weeklies, reports from new agencies, and the 
business sections of the major dailies. When an event, such as a departure, "leaves" the 
business context and is included in the general stream of news, it is not included in the 

Affärsdata base. Some events also make it to other media such as the radio and TV. 
Perhaps it would be possible and even desirable to compare the way the events are 

reported in the different types of media. Such comparisons could be applied to a greater 

range of events than departures. 
The database includes only the text of the articles, which means that I have not seen 

illustrations or the size of headlines or the place of the articles in relation to other 
articles. One must note that the composition of the database has changed since new 

publications have been added and older material included. 

18 

They use 22 journal and newspaper articles for this purpose.
19 A family of bankers and industrials that is often described in dynastic terms. 
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To find the articles, I used the search terms last name of the CEO and name of the 

company and listed the articles in a spreadsheet.20 The spreadsheet facilitated a tally of 
the number of articles for different intervals (days, weeks, months) and a scan of the 
headlines for themes. This way I could divide the material into periods that were helpful 
in managing the material. 

In the case of SKF and Augustsson, a total of 315 articles appeared in the Affärsdata 
database, and the time span from 1993 to 1998 was divided into seven periods. These 

periods are shown in Table 3.1 which also shows the number of articles found and 
selected. 

Table 3.1. Number of articles found in the Affärsdata database for the search terms 

Augustsson and SKF, presented according to period 

Period Events Number of 

articles 

1 December, 1993: 13 

Augustsson leaves Volvo for SKF 

2 February, 1995: 15 

Augustsson becomes CEO 

3 1995-1998: 258 

Incumbency of Augustsson at SKF 

4 August, 1998: 40 

Departure from SKF 

5 September, 1998: 8 

Aftermath 

6 October, 1998: 17 

Aftermath 

7 November and December, 1998: 16 

A new position 

In the case of Helgesson at Stora, almost 650 articles were located and processed in the 
same manner as with the Augustsson case. The periods are summarized in Table 3.2. 

Transferring the data from the web-site to a spread sheet was unexpectedly time-consuming. 
20 

http:spreadsheet.20
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Table 3.2. Number ofarticles found in the Affärsdata database for the search terms Helgesson 
and Stora, presented according to period 

Period Events Number of 

articles 

1 1993- 1995 355 

2 

Incumbency of Helgesson 
1996: 93 

3 

4 

5 

The last year: performance doubts 

December 1997 and January 1998: 
Departure 

February 1998 to May: 
From voluntary to involuntary 
June 1998 and on: 

29 

123 

44 

Aftermath 

Following the initial processing of lists, I chose to concentrate on certain periods. Since 
the succession events that Augustsson seemed to produce great interest, I included them 
all. In the Helgesson case, however, it was the reversal in voluntariness in the Helgesson 
that seemed to greatly influence reporting; I thus concentrated on the periods from his 

departure on. These choices considerably reduced the number of articles in the study. 
The articles were found to be of different types. There were those that reported on 

events (defined as event-reports), those that reported on the influence of a departure on 

share price (share price reports), those that came after departure events and were of a 

more reflective kind (post-event analysis), and finally articles that related the departures 
to aspects of Swedish business or society at large (system analysis). There were also 
interviews and articles about the CEO (portraits) and reports on events other than the 

departure (other events). 
Furthermore, I considered whether the reports dealt with the departure as such 

(defined as process) or whether they were reporting on how the departure was actually 

being presented (staging) — a category 1 was surprised to find. 1 also tried, particularly 
for the event reports, to see how the antecedents and outcomes of the process were dealt 
with. 
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3.7. Summary 

In this chapter I initially point to the challenges that the ambiguity of data and access 

pose when setting out to study departures. I argue that a process view may be helpful in 

overcoming some of these problems. In particular I find that it is important to take into 
account both internal and external material to understand departures. I pointed out the 
problems created by using anonymous material. I also outlined my methods for 
collecting and analyzing the data. 



 



CHAPTER 4 

Departures in the business press 

4.1. Introduction 

This chapter provides some insights as to how CEO departures are presented in the 
business press. Such reports are important since, except for a small group of directly 
involved actors who are recipients of privileged information, almost everyone else 
learns about CEO departures from the mass media. Here, two case studies explore the 

way that two departures were presented in the Swedish business press. Each case illu¬ 
strates different aspects of the portrayal of the departure process. While the dismissal of 
Peter Augustsson from SKF was openly portrayed as a dismissal, the departure of Lars-
Åke Helgesson from Stora was first announced as a voluntary departure, but in relation 
to an ensuing debate over compensation, was subsequently reported as involuntary. 

It has already been pointed out as a usual assumption that forced exits are disguised 
as voluntary ones in public reports. Nevertheless, while categorizing the presentations in 
one Swedish business daily, Dagens Industri, for the period 1987-1994, 1 observed 

something surprising. Many of the reports portrayed the departures in such a way that 
they were described as forced departures,1 almost a quarter of them being classifiable as 

such.2 Table 4.1 provides the types of departure and frequencies of occurrence. 
I used the classificatory scheme of Ward et al. (1995), and classified the mentions in 

the categories of strategic disagreement, personality clash, merger/take-over, raison 
d'etre, performance, personal mismanagement, and illegal/improper behavior. 
Merger/takeover formed the largest category with 18 departures; performance was the 
second (7 departures); and illegal/improper behavior (6 departures) ranked third. A total 
of 16 departures were not successfully categorized. The figures should be treated with a 

certain caution because there are problems with the classificatory categories, some of 

1 The daily was searched by going through each copy (on microfilm) for the time period. The classify-
catory scheme used was based on that of Ward et al. (1994).
2 If the count includes those who were departing without any future positions being mentioned (as Ward 
et al. propose) then the proportion increases to a third. 
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them not being mutually exclusive, and thus one event may relate to several categories. 
Our classification depended on finding a report in one particular business daily. 

Table 4.1. Types of CEO departures in Swedish publicly traded corporations 1987-1994 as 

presented in Dagens Industri 

Type of Departure Frequency 

Death 4 

Retirement 9 

Retirement but seat on board 11 

Leaving for other position 90 

Resignation without other position 20 
Forced departure 56 

Unclassified 52 

Total 242 

Such figures raise a number of questions. For example: Does the business press choose 
to emphasize the dramatic aspects of succession?3 Does the Swedish corporate 

governance context entail substantial direct disciplining by boards of directors? 

4.2. A dismissal: The case of Augustsson at SKF 

The announcement of Peter Augustsson's exit from SKF was made in August 1998 and 
was frankly reported on as a dismissal. The following analysis traces reports on 

Augustsson's departure in the business press, from when it was announced that he was 

to assume a position at SKF until the time he assumed a new position after his sub¬ 

sequent departure. This was a period of about five years. 
In excess of 300 articles appear in the Affärsdata database which includes the search 

terms SKF and Augustsson. The publication of articles is unevenly distributed, and 
issues related to succession attract particular attention. The distribution of the number of 
references is shown in Figure 4.1. below. Three instances of succession are indicated 
with the letters a, b, and c on the figure: point a marks the announcement that 
Augustsson would leave his former employer Volvo; point b indicates when it became 
clear that Mauritz Sahlin would leave SKF and Augustsson had been designated 
successor; and point c marks the announcement of Augustsson's departure from SKF. 

3 

Possibly by attributing action and change to individuals. 
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Figure 4.1. The distribution ofmedia references to Peter Augustsson and SKF in Affärsdata, 
December 1993-December 1998 

4.2.1. Moving to SKF, entering office, and incumbency 

Shortly before Christmas 1993, it is announced that Peter Augustsson is to leave Volvo, 
where he has been in charge of a highly successful line of cars (the 850 program).4 He 
has been at Volvo since his graduation as engineer and is now aged 38. He is to begin as 

vice-president and second-in-command at SKF, the Gothenburg-based producer of ball 
bearings. One article suggests that he is a potential successor of the incumbent CEO5. 
The switch of jobs is associated with a power struggle at Volvo concerning a merger of 
Volvo and Renault.6 After the announcement of Augustsson's departure, there is little 
attention in the press until Augustsson's next appointment is announced about a year 
later. 

Late in February 1995, SKF announces that the company's CEO, Mauritz Sahlin, is 
to step down and that Augustsson has been designated as his successor.7 The news of 
the departure comes in conjunction with the presentation of the figures for 1994. The 

year is described as very successful, with SKF showing profits approaching two billion 
Swedish crowns, an improvement that is compared to the previous year's losses in 
excess of half a billion. 

The press describes the departure as effectively managed, and the timing is 
considered to be well chosen. Sahlin has been CEO for 10 years and now, at the age of 
60, it is consequently time to "pass on the responsibilities to a younger talent."8 There 

4 

1:1, 1:2, 1:3. Numbers refer to the corresponding labels on the articles that are found in Appendix 3. 
5 1:3. 
6 

A process that also included the resignation of the chairman of Volvo Pehr G. Gyllenhammar and the 
subsequent termination of the plans for a merger.
7 2:1. 
8 2:1. 
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are also other mentions of why the time is right. There is "optimism"9 concerning the 
future of SKF; it's time to reap what has been sown;10 Sahlin has completed a difficult 
task;" and he "takes the opportunity to leave when the curves are pointing up.'"2 The 

reports also mention that the change of CEO will take place at the annual meeting, and 
that Sahlin will carry on various duties as a director in SKF and subsidiaries. Such 
characteristics would seem to be marks of a normal and unproblematic departure. Some 
commentators consider the change of CEO as being a chance to improve the poor per¬ 

formance of SKF shares. This is seen as important since the "stock market'"2 holds such 

expectations, and Sahlin is considered to have been "too cautious" by traders and 

analysts.14 
The articles describe Augustsson as drawing up the strategies for this incumbency. 

These include development of the company to a "global organization," investments in 

technology and product development, expansion in the USA, and continued focus on 

the Asian markets. 

The press also deals with the succession event and process. Augustsson's attitude 
towards the office of CEO is described in one article where he is quoted as saying that 
"it is a chair that one sits in for a certain number of years and as long as it works out 
well and 1 am allowed—I will stay.'"5 To sit in the "chair" is one type of metaphor 
used16 concerning the change in the top position; another is the metaphor that associates 
the CEO position with that of the king and where succession is described as "accession 
to the throne'"7 or putting the "crown prince at the helm.'"8 Sahlin points out in an 

article that Augustsson has not formally been endowed with this status.19 
The initial reports on Augustsson's entry into the CEO position are followed by 

several articles that are concerned both with Augustsson as a person and his strategies 
and concerns for SKF. After that, Augustsson seems largely "integrated" with his 

position. The news reports during his incumbency have not been analyzed. In Figure 4.1 
(above), it can be seen that great interest was paid to Augustsson and SKF in the spring 
of 1996, when the figures for 1995 were released and the news of major investments in 
the USA were announced. 

Performance is variable, and successes may be followed by failures. The press 

reports on problems in SKF during the tenure that lead to the formulation, presentation, 

9 2:4. 
10 2:3. 
11 2:2. 
12 2:5. 
13 2:3. 
14 

2:3, 2:4. 
15 2:2. 
16 It is also found in 2:3 and 2:5. 
17 2:3. 
18 2:6. This statement mixes the metaphor of royal succession and that of the CEO as the "captain" of the 
company.
19 2:6. 

http:status.19
http:analysts.14
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and implementation of "packages" of reforms—the first in the spring of 1997 and 
second at the end of June in 1998.20 This second package is not received by any great 
enthusiasm on the stock market, and the SKF share price falls. Two interviews are 

conducted with Augustsson in the period that follows the announcement. The first is 

published a few days after the announcement, and the second follows a few weeks 
later.21 Both deal with the shifts in strategy and possible changes in market structure but 
also touch on how tenure is associated with performance. 

The first article raises themes that associate performance problems with the question 
of continued tenure of the CEO. It starts by describing Augustsson's complicated 
situation and quotes how an influential owner representative. Barnevik, has said that 
"with unprofitable business and low performers our patience is limited."22 The other 
article also brings this up, and Augustsson there describes Barnevik as a "powerful 
source of inspiration in many ways," but points out that the financial goals of SKF have 
not changed and that "the task I have been given by the board of directors is not 
different today from what it was three years ago." 

In spite of the apparently troubling performance predicaments, the first article puts 
forward an image of a courageous and stubborn Augustsson: 

SKF builds for the future on what exists today, and Peter Augustsson seems quite 
satisfied with what he has. That the investors on the financial markets are not as 

delighted as he is must be accepted calmly. 

Then, when asked about his relations with the board of directors, Augustsson replies in 
the interview: "Yes, I receive encouragement from the board and good support." 

Yet the support would soon vanish, as we shall see. First, however, came summer, 
and a period when the business press reports on Augustsson and SKF were few. 

4.2.2. Departure 

On August 14, 1998, a Friday, it is announced in a statement to the press that Peter 
Augustsson is retiring from his position as CEO at SKF. The statement commences: 

The board of directors of SKF Corporation have unanimously decided to appoint 
Sune Carlsson to new president and CEO of SKF. He will succeed Peter 
Augustsson who is leaving SKF. The change will be effective on the 1SI of 
September. Sune Carlsson is presently in a position as vice-president and member 
of the top executive team in the ABB Corporation with responsibility for Industrial 
and Building Systems. Sune Carlsson has been a director of SKF since 1991. 

20 Henceforth I will refer to these as "packages."
21 

3:11,3:12. 
22 

Percy Barnevik at Investor. 
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A press conference is called at the corporate headquarters in Gothenburg and held after 
the closing of the Stockholm Stock Exchange the same afternoon. (The business press 

reports that follow the press conference have been classified as event reports, share 

price reports, post-event analysis, and system analysis.) 
Reporting begins with the event reports. Two are issued by news agencies the same 

day as the press conference.1' The change of CEO is called "dramatic,"24 and the 

phrasing of the reports renders the change as a battle: The chairman of SKF "held the 
axe," and a new CEO will "enter the arena." The reasons for the departure are given an 

ambivalent character: 

Anders Scarp [chairman of the board] praised Peter Augustsson for having led SKF 
in a commendable manner during difficult times, but when it came to executing the 

package of actions that Augustsson himself has proposed, the board lacked trust in 
him.25 

The next day, the event is reported in several papers. In the city of Gothenburg, where 
the headquarters of SKF are located, the dominating daily Göteborgsposten devotes two 

articles to the departure.26 The factors that are seen as influencing the departure are 

outlined, as well as the possible consequences. The reports also deal with the process of 
the departure (who decided what and when) and, secondly, with the staging of the 

departure (the language used, the setting of a press conference, and other ceremonial 
elements). 

Company performance is described as the strongest influence on the departure. Three 
areas of performance are mentioned as responsible for the departure: the profitability of 
SKF,: the value of SKF shares,28 and the management and execution of the earlier 
announced "packages."29 

The articles give some information about how the departure came about: that 
Augustsson would leave SKF September 1, or that he was informed the preceding 

Monday that he would be fired as he was not considered able to execute the reform 

programs that he had instigated. 
The reports about how the departure is staged are more ample than the reports on the 

departure process. The setting of the press conference is described in several of the 
event reports and in this way the departure is tied to a specific place and a particular 

23 
4:1, 4:2. 

24 4:1. 
25 4:1. 
26 
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28 4:1, 4:4, 4:6, 4:9, 4:10, 4:12. 
29 
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time. For example, one starts off by portraying the chairman of the board of SKF as 

answering a question on the run after the press conference: 

"1 don't want to answer that, but, frankly speaking, it's getting tougher and 

tougher." It's in the elevator on the way down from SKF's headquarters. A fired 
CEO, Peter Augustsson, and a successor, Sune Carlsson, are both still giving 
interviews, but for Anders Scarp the mission is completed /.../ So, flying down to 

Gothenburg to tell the world that Peter Augustsson hasn't measured up is just 
another day at work for Anders Scharp.30 

The disciplining of management seems to be an almost everyday task for a chairman. In 
the event reports, there is relatively little said about the outcomes or the likely outcomes 

of the change of CEO. Some articles mention the different measures that the successor 

Sune Carlsson proposes to be carried out. 
The price of SKF shares rose almost 10% on the day of the announcement. The TT 

news agency is the first to assess the impact of the departure on SKF shares in a share 

price report,31 and several other articles following have the impact of the departure on 

share price as their main theme.32 These articles are short and use neutral language to 

refer to the departure, while more elaborate expressions such as metaphors are reserved 
for the movement of the share's price (for example, "moving against the stream"). 

Interpretations of the information about the departure are sometimes included in the 

reports that deal with share price. One article states quite clearly how news of a shift in 
CEO is interpreted by the market: "A change of CEO commonly signals that the board 
of directors has decided to do something more drastic." Just a sentence later, comes the 
ironic pun that "the shift in prices was the same when Augustsson assumed office."33 
Time seems to foster reflection, and a more comprehensive report with more elaborate 

interpretations is offered by Finanstidningen a few days after the announcement of the 

departure. Much hope is described as being lodged in the new CEO: 

The share price is up by 15 percent in two days. The sudden change of CEOs in 
SKF has sparked the market's hope in the earlier rejected share. On Monday the 
share price rose sharply. CEO Sune Carlsson is expected to deliver new and even 

tougher cut-backs.34 

Building on interviews with analysts and traders, the new CEO is compared to his 

predecessor in rich language. Carlsson is seen, for example as having "sharp fingers," 
and is expected to use the "axe" rather than the "carving knife." The article ends with a 

quote from an interview with an analyst: 

30 4:5. 
31 4:3. 
32 
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"Many are enthusiastic about Carlsson and are buying SKF [shares] without 
knowing what he will do" /.../ says the analyst, who is not sure that the former SKF 
CEO Peter Augustsson was to blame. The corporation's poor development is 

primarily connected to demand and business sector [problems]. 

Attribution of performance is made problematic by such a view, but the symbolic 

efficacy of the firing is not questioned by the analyst in this interview. 
Reports on the departure develop in style as time passes, and articles are eventually 

published that discuss the influence of the departure event on the organization more "in 

depth" and in a more reflective manner. I have called these post-event analysis,35 The 

departure as decision and process has receded into the background, although there are 

still mentions that deal with the performance of SKF, while the aspects of the departure 
that more specifically deal with the staging of the departure come to be of greater 
interest. 

Concerning the performance of SKF, it is noted that SKF has not met the 

expectations of the market,36 and that the cut-backs have not been sufficient.37 However, 
the articles imply that the attribution of performance is problematic and therefore other 
explanations than performance are sought after to explain the departure of Augustsson. 
Affärsvärlden writes: "There are old problems that have made main owner Investor 
change the CEO of SKF even though Augustsson has only been in office for three 

years."38 In accord, another article notes that the choices of successor Sune Carlsson are 

constrained.39 Other explanations for the departure are sought in the symbolic realm 
instead of in financial performance. In one article, it is argued as reasonable that the 
CEO takes "responsibility" when performance is down and the main shareholder needs 
to save face.40 The idea that performance slumps carry with them the burden of 
distributing responsibility is underscored when the image of the scapegoat is introduced. 
Dagens Industri uses it in a headline: "One scapegoat in SKF ... but plenty of 
sinners."41 The distribution of blame is not uncontroversial, and there is some debate on 

how to assign blame. One article asserts: 

Many consider that Peter Augustsson was made into a scapegoat and undeservedly 
received excessive abuse. The real guilt should be put on Anders Scharp who was 

responsible for the recruitment /.../ He has the ultimate responsibility, according to 

35 
4;8, 4:14, 4:15, 4:16, 4:19, 4:21, 4:25, 4:28, 4:31, 4:32, 4:38. 

36 
4:19, 4:21, 4:25. 

37 4:21, 4:31. 
38 4:21. 
39 4:31. 
40 4:25. 

,).<■>< 

http:constrained.39
http:sufficient.37


65 

an SKF analyst. It is tacitly understood that Scharp should also get the sack from 
the SKF board of directors.42 

The staging of the departure is given substantial attention in the post-event analysis. It is 
mentioned that Augustsson was "fired under the most brutal kinds of conditions,"43 that 
it was "Scharp [who] had to conduct the public execution,"44 and that Augustsson is a 

"sacrificed pawn" who was "demoted and publicly sacked."45 
The staging is regarded as influenced by the departure of Lars-Åke Helgesson from 

Stora.46 Dagens Industri writes: "That Peter Augustsson's departure was publicly 

presented as a firing is perhaps a result of the débåcle and discrediting in Stora."47 The 
CEO is seen as able to influence how the departure is presented and thus the personality 
of the CEO can influence presentation. Dagens Industri writes: "He seems to like 

straight talk and probably thinks that he has nothing to be ashamed of concerning his 
deeds in SKF." 

The timing of the departure also receives comment. Veckans affärer wonders about 
the timing: 

An interesting question to pose is why the CEO change comes now. Peter 
Augustsson and the management presented a large package of measures as late as 

June 29. Then, later in the summer, Augustsson is also demoted and publicly 
sacked. If the board already earlier had the idea of changing CEO, then why didn't 
they stall the presentation of the package? It would have seemed like a new CEO 
comes and acts with force to raise performance. If the change was not planned 
before the summer, one may wonder what happened during these [last few] 
weeks.48 

Finanstidningen has another way of explaining the timing of the departure. They write 
that Carlsson "last week became free after a restructuring at his former employer."46 The 

processual and staging aspects are thus seen as intertwined. 
When the articles consider the outcomes and the effects of Augustsson's exit, the 

symbolic theme continues. The departure of Augustsson is considered as an example 
that can convey important information: functioning as a "starting-point for big 

changes,"50 sending "shock waves"51 through the Wallenberg sphere or making CEOs in 
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companies in the same sphere "sweat."52 The latter references suggest a function of 
forced departures as disciplinary mechanisms for whole groups of companies. 

In some articles, it is the new CEO Sune Carlsson who becomes the important figure; 
he is characterized as a "real industry man"53 or a "typical Wallenberg man,"54 and his 

legitimacy among the employed is discussed. Another article on Carlsson has as its 
main theme that Carlsson has received a generous package of stock options.55 

Two weeks following the departure, there are six articles56 that take the departure of 
Augustsson as an instigator for the analysis of more general aspects of Swedish business 
life such as the typical characteristics of CEOs and changes in the position5 and the 

increasing influence of the capital market.58 The ownership-sphere of the Wallenberg 

family is described as representing the "old school" in dealing with corporate 

governance in Sweden. One example: 

The firing of Peter Augustsson at SKF definitely changed that trend. In the 

unrelenting light from the television cameras, and in a room where the general 
mood resembled that of a funeral, he was forcefully pilloried even though he had 
been recruited only three years earlier as a wunderkind by the board of SKF.5'' 

The departure of Augustsson is thus given the status of a landmark of changing 
conditions in Swedish business. 

4.2.3. Aftermath 

From the end of August and through October, attention recedes; the departure is referred 
to mainly in connection with other events such as the departure of other top executives60 
or mentioned as an example in different analyses of Swedish business.61 One event that 
is recognized is that Augustsson will become acting director of the board of the 

computer company Linnédata. The news articles that report on this are very brief,62 and 

only two disclose anything particular about his departure from SKF—for example, that 
he was "was fired in a pretty brutal manner."63 
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The next event that draws attention to the departure is the announcement of a yet 
another "package" of actions and reforms (including closing factories and divesting 

businesses) announced by Augustsson's successor at SKF. These articles point to the 

novelty of Sune Carlsson as CEO (three mention that he has had only two months in 

office)64. The departure of Augustsson is mentioned in a very disinterested manner; in 
fact, very little is written about the departure as such. Instead the descriptions of 
Augustsson as the former CEO underscore the novelty of Carlsson (for example: "... 
the new CEO Sune Carlsson - who succeeded Peter Augustsson in the middle of 
August"65). The package is described as Sune Carlsson's and compared to those that 
were presented in 1997 and 1998. The latter is described as Augustsson's. 

The first reports on the package are followed by articles that deal with the problems 
that SKF faces.66 A pessimistic tone is present in an interview with Sune Carlsson that 
begins by noting that "the new SKF-boss warns of zero growth."67 In the interview, 
attention is soon turned to the departure of Augustsson, who "in a very surprising 
manner was fired by the board of directors." Interest in the departure of Augustsson 
does not seem to wane. Sune Carlsson is asked whether Augustsson was fired because 
the cut-backs did not proceed swiftly enough, but he avoids answering by pointing out 
that he has no knowledge of that because he did not participate since he was a potential 
candidate himself. When the question of accountability for results as a member of the 
board of directors is brought up, he points out: 

I don't know if one can assume more responsibility than to cast oneself into it. An 
easier way had been to leave the company. 

A function of assuming the office of CEO as a kind of guilt assumption is thereby 

implied; taking office means taking the blame of poor results. Such a position is very 

original, the very inversion of a scapegoat explanation, and the interviewer seems 

dissatisfied with the answer. The shifting of blame is an intricate operation, something 
underscored in an analysis of Swedish business which predicts that 1999 will be a weak 

year.68 SKF is given as an example of a company in great trouble, and the departure of 
Augustsson is mentioned as a symbolic marker for the shift of emphasis in SKF's 

policies and strategies. However, the legitimacy of this marker is questioned since Sune 
Carlsson has been a director for many years and therefore involved in producing the 
results. 

Novelty seems to be both a liability and an asset for a CEO. In an interview, Carlsson 

says that "taking the short time that I have been CEO into account, I have not been able 
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to specify the action program completely." Novelty thus affords an opportunity to 

deliver hopeful promises, but such promises are exposed to the liability of not yet being 

supported by any achievements in the company. The latter point is developed in one 

report on the package in which the program for rationalization and restructuring is 
described as the "new SKF boss carefully sweeping everything clean," although there is 
some doubt as to whether there are substantial reasons for the magnitude of the 

restructuring; thus, it is asked whether "the new boss has exaggerated to get a clean 
table."69 

After the news of Carlsson's cut-backs, there is only one article on Augustsson and 
SKF in the sample—a portrait of Percy Barnevik711—until news is released of 
Augustsson's receiving a new position. 

4.2.4. The next important position 

In the middle of November, the announcement of Peter Augustsson's new position as 

vice-president and second-in-command at Saab (the car manufacturer jointly held by 
GM and interests in the Wallenberg sphere) is released. Of 14 articles that mention the 

key terms Augustsson and SKF during this period, 11 deal with Augustsson's move to 

Saab.71 

Augustsson's background is of considerable interest in these reports: his time at 
Volvo, the departure, and the subsequent departure from SKF. The departure from SKF 
is not only described as an event that Augustsson has experienced, but also as an 

attribute Augustsson continues to carry. He is repeatedly called "the fired SKF boss." 
This history is put up against the new position, which is described as a form of revenge. 
The sweetness of this is underscored since the period in between jobs is described as a 

time in "the cold."72 

There is also considerable interest in Augustsson's future at Saab. Augustsson comes 

to Saab when the current CEO has been appointed CEO of Opel, ' and the articles ask 
how long it will be before Augustsson is made CEO of Saab. 

After the appointment of Augustsson to Saab, his former ties to SKF are only 

recognized in two articles. These deal with Swedish business at large. One is written by 
a weekly anonymous columnist and has as its theme the rather obscure subject of "The 

prevalence of irony in Swedish business." 74 Augustsson's experiences qualify for this 
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labeling since the same shareholder exercised considerable influence both at SKF and 
Saab. The other article reflects the subject of governance in Swedish business and on 

asks what the chances are for an ousted CEO to return.75 Augustsson's departure, in 
chess terms, is described as the "sacrifice of a pawn." Sweden is compared to the United 

States, where 

the CEO who has not been fired at least once is not a real top executive. 
Consequently, there are flocks of executive recruitment consultants drawn to newly 
fired CEOs. They soon find themselves in the game again; 

while fired Swedish CEOs find themselves side-stepped and forced to take positions 
that are nowhere near their earlier centrality. But the return of Augustsson to a new 

position of importance (one that might lead to the top job in an important company) is 

interpreted as "a sign that this outdated and oppressive pattern is about to change." It is 
seen as a change that possibly has the implication of making "talented people dare to 

compete for the absolute top jobs and that talent will be more valued than loyalty." 
Business is thus basically seen as a game where losing a position is a consequence of 
playing. The skill of the player is not considered. 

4.2.5. Summary 

The Augustsson case with its three departures describes the presentation of departures 
as seen time in the of individual one corporation. Some themes over case at one are 

particularly salient. Firstly, the embedded character of a departure is illustrated. In 
media reports the departure is considered to have importance for share prices, power 

issues, career patterns, and so on. Secondly, the reports use a language that emphasizes 
the disciplining capacity of the board. Thirdly, the issue of accountability for results is 
seen as problematic. We see examples of the trouble of attributing performance. The 

legitimacy of the board's action in the case of the departure from SKF is at least given 
some attention in the press. This points to restrictions on scapegoating. Symbolic 
deflection or attribution of accountability is no easy task. Lastly, the forced departure 
from SKF generates much reflection and discussion on Swedish business at large. Such 
a departure thus seems to have the power to stir considerable amounts of thought and 
emotion. 
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4.3. From voluntary to involuntary: the case of Helgesson at Stora 

Lars-Åke Helgesson's departure from Stora was announced in December 1997. At that 
time, he had been president of the company since 1992 and koncernchef since 1994 

( Vem är det, 2001). He had entered Stora as president of a subsidiary in 1988 (ibid). 
More than 500 articles were found in the Affärsdata database that included the search 

terms Helgesson and Stora. The distribution of the references is shown in Figure 
4.2.above. Helgesson has been in the media continually during his period as a CEO, but 
three peaks are found. The two early periods (from 1993 and 1994) deal with attention 
directed to the company's performance. Then follows a remarkable peak early in 1998. 
This reflects the attention paid to the admission of the chairman that the first 
descriptions of the departure as voluntary were incorrect. Attention to the announcement 
late in 1993 was by comparison limited. Attention in this section will be directed to the 

period from the announcement of the departure at the end of 1997 to approximately one 

year after. 

Figure 4.2. The distribution of media references to Helgesson and Stora in Affärsdata, 
1993-1999 
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4.3.1. Departure 

The first report of Helgesson's departure is a message from a press agency, which 
announces that a press conference is to be held.76 The press conference is in turn 

reported on by yet another news agency the same day and in several newspapers the day 
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after. The setting of the press conference is used to frame the reports. It provides a 

setting for questions to be asked and answers to be given. The language used is matter-
of-fact. 

The reports make references to the process that preceded the departure. Several 
articles mention the beginning of Helgesson's time at Stora and in the CEO position. 
Chairman Bo Berggren's earlier activities are also mentioned.77 

Helgesson is described as explaining his departure in two ways. Firstly, it is 

explained by invoking a definition of his incumbency as a consulting job that that has 
been completed, thus leaving him in need of something else to do—an explanation cited 

by almost all articles.™ Secondly, Helgesson describes the departure as a decision that 
has gradually evolved during the past year.7'' In one article, Helgesson is quoted as 

saying that "Bo Berggren is only 62, so I cannot count on becoming chairman of 
Stora,"80 and thus the incentives to remain at Stora seem small. 

Helgesson's explanations imply a "voluntary departure, and the question of whether 
that is correct is considered in several articles.81 One hypothesis is that Percy Barnevik, 
the new chairman of Investor (the large holding company) has exercised his influence; 
for example: "Everybody asks of course if it is the draft from Percy Barnevik that is 
behind this [the departure]."82 This is denied at the press conference and even con¬ 

sidered as unreasonable by the journalist.83 The way Helgesson has pointed out that his 
decision to depart had been gradual is used as part of this denial. Hence, in one article it 
is said that "Helgesson explained that he had started to think of a departure before 
Barnevik became CEO of Investor."84 

The alternative view that the departure was of the "involuntary" kind is also put 
forward. This is done, for example, by anonymously quoting stock market analysts who 
are supposed to know about conditions that are clandestine to others. These analysts 
were not very surprised at the change of CEO, according to the reports.85 Finans¬ 

tidningen writes it up this way: 

The analysts, who were not surprised by the departure of Helgesson, have however 
shown some surprise at the choice of a new CEO. 

"Hägglund is a wild card and I had hoped for an external recruit [instead]," says 

one analyst. Most agree that a change of CEO in the forestry industry is interesting. 
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"It can be positive, with new views on the industry and maybe even a new view on 

structural deals," says another analyst.86 

Also the daily Dagens Nyheter presents the opinions of an interviewed analyst who 

gives voice to the same mix of expectation and surprise as the analyst interviewed by 

Finanstidningen:87 

An analyst the DN has spoken to was not particularly surprised by the shift of 
CEO: "It was not unexpected. There have been indications of internal 
dissatisfaction with the management of Stora. The rumors of a CEO change have 
been on the market." Björn Hägglund was, however, a totally unexpected name as 

new CEO, according to the analyst. /.../ "It is nothing that will be received 

positively."88 

The lack of surprise at the departure and the contrary surprise at the choice of successor 
seem to suggest something irregular about the departure. 

Another way the articles reflect on the departure process is the way that information 
has been presented at the press conference. One article asserts that the lack of future 

plans for Helgesson gives rise to speculation about the voluntariness of the departure.89 
Another discusses the timing of the announcement and explains that it depends on the 
two factors that Helgesson had not decided to depart earlier and that Hägglund had now 

accepted the offer to become CEO.90 It is also pointed out that the departure will take 

place the following year at the annual meeting of the shareholders—a timing usually 
considered as a mark of normality.91 

The procedures for recruiting the new CEO also yield attention. It is pointed out that 
the chairman has selected the new CEO92 and that no one else but Björn Hägglund had 
received an offer.93 However, a comparison of possible candidates for the position is 
mentioned and labeled as a "beauty contest" by the chairman.94 

In the event reports, the outcomes of the departure are unclear. Helgesson is 
described as silent about his future plans95 while his successor Björn Hägglund is 

equally uncommunicative about what he wants to achieve as new CEO.96 The future of 
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Bo Berggren is mentioned, and it is said that he will stay on the board of Stora, although 
he may leave some positions on the boards of large corporations.97 
Some other outcomes are also noted; for example, that the price of Stora shares has 
fallen slightly,98 or that no changes of directors on the board are announced.99 An 

example of the upsetting character of succession is found in one article which closes by 

noting that the new CEO is reported as promising that "as CEO (he] will be located in 
Falun and not in Stockholm, he assured a worried local at the press conference.'"00 The 
ties of Stora with the town of Falun are strong, and a change of CEO exposes this bond 
a possibly fragile one. Further reflections on the consequences are put off until a few 

days later. 
In the week that follows the departure, three articles are published that deal with the 

departure in retrospect. One is a portrait of the new CEO that describes his 
characteristics and attributes.101 The other two are reports on the departure in two major 
business periodicals that attend to the strategy of Stora; they show less attention and 
interest for the departure process yet still mention whether the departure was voluntary 
or not, and report on the surprising choice of successor.102 There is also a small article in 
Veckans Affärer that maliciously thrives on the fact that, in the latest issue of an internal 
publication at Stora, Helgesson advocated the advantages of "job-rotation" practices.103 
Towards the end of the period, an article discusses the "cleaning-up before the change 
of CEO".104 

The departure is associated with reflections concerning the whole system of Swedish 
business—for example, possible changes in the Wallenberg-owned companies 

following Percy Barnevik's becoming chairman of the Investor holding company.105 
Barnevik's appearance at Investor is described in dramatic terms, and Helgesson's 

departure is connected to Barnevik's new standards for performance in the companies 
where Investor holds large blocks of shares. It is argued that it is inadequate to use only 
the departures of CEOs as governance mechanisms; the articles insist on the need for 
similar pressure on boards of directors.106 Barnevik is directly asked about the departure 
of Helgesson and replies that he does not wish to comment on particular cases, but that 
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it used to be that one did not react when a CEO was insufficient; he had his 

position too long. But you must also be wary of just replacing the CEO in order to 
make the board appear forceful.107 

The possible contradiction between the departure as a symbolic instrument and as a 

functional decision is thus suggested. Succession indeed turns out to be dramatic, and 
Veckans Affärer writes: 

The scythe makes its way through the Wallenberg sphere. Strategies are questioned 
and heads are rolling. The spirit of Percy Barnevik now seems to hover pervasively 
in the midst of all that is happening.10* 

The political character of departures is underscored when Sydsvenska Dag/adet writes 
about succession plans in several publicly traded firms and asserts that "Berggren 
dismissed the CEO, Lars-Åke Helgesson, of the forestry company Stora during the year, 
to keep his position of chairman for at least a few years." 109 The newspaper also ties 
succession to the stock market and mentions the departure of Helgesson as an example. 
The article asserts that "changes of persons or sometimes even only rumors of changes 
of the director or top management level can influence the development of the share 

price, at least in the short run." 
During the period following the announcement of the departure, other important 

things happen to Stora. Reports on the price of paper"0 and possibilities of a merger 
between Stora and the Finnish company UPM-Kymmene. Helgesson's departure is 
described as fuelling the rumors of such a merger."1 In late January, the annual figures 
for Stora are presented, but the departure has very little place in those reports."2 

So far, the departure of Helgesson appears as a not entirely uncomplicated departure, 
but one for which the complications do not generate spectacular attention or interest. 
What is to follow, however, is fascinating and yields a public attention that far exceeds 
the attention that the departure initially received. 

4.3.2. A new surge of interest 

Now an intriguing turn of events follows. This begins early in February with two reports 

from the TT news agency"3 which mention the amount of compensation given to 

Helgesson (reported to amount to 58 million SEK). The news of compensation is 
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framed in political terms by mentioning protests that appear against the size of such 

"parachutes." Two Left-party members of parliament are mentioned as raising criticism. 
The terms of compensation are reported as having been suddenly and covertly agreed 

upon. The number of articles on the matter increases quickly. The articles describe 

reports of strong emotional responses to the news of compensation; for example "fury 
over the parachutes.'"14 

The issue of compensation for Helgesson spurs an immediate discussion of executive 

compensation in general."' The remuneration of top managers and directors is linked to 

the conditions for other societal groups, such as unemployed youths"6 or company 

workers." Swedish Prime Minister Göran Persson is cited as being "surprised" by the 

parachutes and considers it a "sign of low perceptiveness in Swedish business.""8 The 
issue of compensation is thus framed as an issue of national concern dealing with issues 
of equity. The question of the governance of Stora is not forgotten, and the attention 

puts it in an awkward light. The competence of chairman Bo Berggren is disputed, and 
it is noted that issues of information about the parachutes in Stora may lead to a deterio¬ 
ration in trust for Berggren."9 In an interview in Svenska Dagbladet, Bo Berggren 
asserts that Helgesson left his position voluntarily and he says: 

— Lars-Ake Helgesson has met the demands and expectations that we put on him 

concerning the restructuring the company and restoring the financial situation after 
all the acquisitions that we have made. This Lars-Ake Helgesson has done very 

well. In such a situation he chooses to leave. 

— Has he been encouraged to do that? 

— No he has not.120 

The same day as the interview is published, it is time for the reported voluntariness of 
Helgesson's departure to reverse. A report issued from the TT news agency carries the 

heading "Helgesson forced to depart." In this report, Bo Berggren is again interviewed 
and now discloses that Helgesson's departure was not voluntary, but rather a forced 
one: "Stora CEO Lars Åke Helgesson's departure was not voluntary. He felt forced to 

depart.'"21 The article points to differences in opinion as a reason for the departure, and 
when asked what he and Helgesson disagreed about he replies: 
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We have agreed not to go into more detail about that. But he came to me and said: 
"Now I have completed the program that we talked about when I assumed office. 
You and I have had differences of opinions in different situations. I draw my 

conclusions from that and I resign." 

Then TT writes, outlining what they perceive to be the moral code of large businesses, 
that 

no major corporation allows the CEO and chairman to have differing opinions 
about how the company should be run. In such a situation the CEO usually has to 

go, but with a parachute. 

Finally, Berggren points out that he informed the leading owner representatives and that 
they were in agreement. But it is very unclear whether the force was just a perception of 
Helgesson or an influence exerted by Berggren. 
On February 6, several papers pick up the TT agency's lead on the question of the 
voluntariness of the departure, and the media reports now continue along several 
strands. The main strands are Helgesson's departure process, the Bo Berggren issue, 
remuneration, and parachutes. These will be dealt with separately in the next section. 

4.3.2.1 Helgesson's departure process'22 

Along with the issue of voluntariness, the whole departure process becomes an issue of 
concern. Several articles take as their main theme that the departure of Helgesson was 

different than reported in December. The main message is, as Dagens Industri writes: 

Stora's chairman makes a full turn. Lars-Åke Helegesson's departure as CEO was 

not voluntary. Differences of opinion between Berggren and Helgesson are at the 
bottom of it. That is why Helgesson receives two annual salaries, 12 Mkr, in 

compensation in spite of having formally handed in his own notice.121 

The reports touch on several steps of the departure: the causes of the departure, the way 

the departure was agreed upon, and also how the presentation of the departure was 

agreed upon. 
When it comes to the causes, the main story is the difference of opinion,124 for 

example, over a large investment in Brazil.125 The problems in agreement are described 

122 
4:13, 4:16, 4:20, 4:27, 4:28, 4:29, 4:31, 4:32, 4:40, 4:52. 

123 4:13. 
124 

4:13, 4:20, 4:27, 4:28, 4:29, 4:31, 4:32, 4:52, 4:54. 
125 

4:31, 4:32. 



77 

as having developed over time126 and the differences explained as a matter of "personal 
chemistry'"27 or personal conflict.128 A proposed explanation is that Bo Berggren has not 
been able to "let go" of the chief executive functions after having stepped down as 

CEO.12" Other influences on the departure are Stora's poor performance130 and pressure 

from Barnevik.'31 The articles use comments by Helgesson and Berggren as well as 

other anonymous sources to build their explanations.132 The latter sources, from what 
they are quoted as saying, seem to be placed closed to the drama of the departure, and 

they share views such as this: 

"Bo Berggren interfered too much. He was domineering and did not want to let go. 
It caused uncertainty and irritation for Lars-Åke Helgesson, who finally had 

enough," says one of SvD's sources. "Stora was the baby of Bo Berggren and he 
was the one making decisions even after Lars-Åke Helgesson had assumed office 
as CEO," says another informant.133 

The issue of whether the departure was voluntary or not becomes a subject for much 
discussion.134 Svenska Dagbladet, for example, writes: 

Yet he tries to make SvD understand how, on the one hand, one can say that one 

departs voluntarily and, on the other hand, say that one most of all would have 
wanted to continue in office. 

The differences of opinion were on the level of personal chemistry and pertain only 
to the chairman of the board—not the board of Stora.135 

In another report on the process, an anonymous source reports: "The pressure on 

Helgesson became continually higher. /.../ When it last year became decided that he 
was to depart and the compensation was agreed upon, he looked very relieved.'"36 In 

Dagens Industri, Berggren is cited as describing the departure this way: 

Lars-Åke Helgesson came to me and said: 'I think that I have done what we had set 
up as a goal. Because you and I do not get on very well with each other, I choose to 
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The issue of voluntariness is particularly important in relation to the practice of paying 

compensation. A question that follows is whether compensation should be paid only to 

those that are forced to depart. 
A final element of the departure process discussed in the business press is the 

presentation of the departure and the way this presentation was agreed upon. In one 

report. Berggren blames Helgesson for the way the departure was presented: 

It was Lars-Ake Helgesson's fault that the information on pensions and 

compensation was not presented to the shareholders earlier. I wanted us to present 
the terms of the departure at the press conference that was arranged when the 

departure was made known in December. But such was not the case, says Bo 

Berggren. The reason for that was yet another argument between Berggren and 

Helgesson.138 

In another article, it is mentioned that a new arrangement has been made between the 
CEO and the chairman to admit that there indeed has been a difference of opinion."" 
The matter of presentation is given the character of a more fundamental problem of 
transparency and governance by a statement from the president of the Swedish 
Shareholders' Association140 who says: "I think that as a shareholder you can make 
demands to find out the reasons for why a CEO departs and how it affects the 

company.'"41 One article discusses in what ways Berggren's mistakes hurt Stora's 

reputation and trust in the company.142 
Some articles describe how the reversal of voluntariness is staged. There are, for 

example, numerous references to the reports in other media that reinforce the view of a 

major and important drama unfolding. There are also mentions of how Helgesson and 

Berggren's interaction with the media is troubled. Helgesson is described as "not 
available'"43 while Berggren is quoted as saying that it was "a mistake to even take the 

phone call" (of the journalist) when apparently very bothered by questions.144 The press 

reports turn attention back to themselves, not only by referring to the great number of 
re-ports, but also to how the actors react to the reports of the media. These reactions 
become yet another element of the staging of the departure. One example is from an 

interview with Helgesson, where the setting is described. It is noticed that a newspaper 
is lying in the room: 
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A newspaper headline that Helgesson has before his eyes when he speaks with Sad 
is false, according to his view. "Bo Berggren forced me to resign," reads the 
headline. "I have never said that," [says Helgesson].145 

The departure, the agreement on compensation, and the way each was presented came 

to affect the position of Berggren. 

4.3.2.2 The Bo Berggren issue146 

The question of Bo Berggren's suitability is raised when information about Helgesson's 

compensation is spread, gains momentum, and is very actively discussed on February 5. 
Berggren's chairmanship is described as tied to his sincerity: "Just as for a politician, 
the fate of Bo Berggren is determined by whether he has lied or not about Halverson's 

departure. Was it voluntary or was it a firing?'"47 Criticism is reported as appearing 
from many actors. Several articles'48 report that the Swedish Shareholders' Association 
is demanding the resignation of Bo Berggren as the chairman of Stora. It is thus pointed 
out that "Bo Berggren is now under so much pressure that he has had to excuse himself 
on the air in [a leading news show on the radio].'"49 Finally, one article even considers a 

possible successor for Berggren in Stora, summarizing the situation as follows: "There 
is widespread doubt among the analysts that the current chairman of Stora will be able 
to develop the company in order to give a substantially increased return to the 
shareholders. Bo Berggren's store of public confidence is in many eyes spent." 150 The 
interest in the Berggren issue seems to subside after a few days. 

4.3.2.3 Parachutes in general''' 

Helgesson's departure sparked and became intimately related to a fearsome debate on 

"golden parachutes"—an example of the kind of system analysis that is provoked by the 

symbolic significance of departures. The debate develops outside the confines of the 
business press. It is reported that Helgesson's compensation is commented on by the 

146 
4:14, 4:15, 4:17, 4:18, 4:19, 4:23, 4:25, 4:37. 

147 4:20. 
148 

4:15, 4:17, 4:18, 4:23. 
149 4:17. In Swedish this show's name is "Ekot", referring to the signal that is sent out to announce the 
show. It could perhaps be translated as "the Echo". 
150 4:37. 
151 

4:12, 4:22, 4:26, 4:30, 4:34, 4:38, 4:41, 4:45, 4:47, 4:48, 4:49, 4:53, 4:57, 4:59. 



80 

Swedish prime minister and minister of finance.152 One article considers the use of the 

Helgesson event as a rhetorical device in the national political debate.153 
One reaction seems to be proposals for regulation of various kinds. The head of the 

Stockholm Stock Exchange is cited in two dailies for his thoughts about adding a clause 
to the registration contract at the exchange concerning the immediate report to the 
market about major changes in remuneration policies.154 One of the important directors 
in the Wallenberg sphere writes a letter to the editor of one of the major dailies 

proposing reforms in compensation.155 A lead taken up in news reports and in one article 
is that Investor is seen as being behind the propositions about norms for the 
remuneration.156 In contrast, another article argues that the establishment of Swedish 
business is "tone-deaf' and afraid of openness, which generates an impression among 

the public of a closed establishment that promotes itself.157 The chief executive of a 

large pension fund argues that there is no need for new rules. In the case of Stora, he 

says: "It is not a good defense to say that there was no rule. You have to think your¬ 

self." 158 

The efficiency of remuneration systems in controlling managers becomes the subject 
of another controversy. Two articles argue for making rewards solely contingent on 

performance and abandoning the payment of pensions,159 while another couples the 
issue of remuneration to the Swedish system of governance and culture arguing that 
there is a predisposition to promote security, but also that "the shareholders do not 
object, because ample compensation makes it easier to fire a CEO. Communicating the 
decision to the CEO is not as painful and there is less protest."160 It may thus be argued 
that parachutes are rewards for poor performance and consequently a dysfunctional kind 
of incentive. 

The debate about compensation seems to have the power to raise new issues and create 

new events. Several of these deal with the legitimacy of the compensation and stake¬ 
holder reactions. A shareholder is reported as threatening to file suit against Stora,161 and 
a union representative reports that he is considering proposing the sale of Stora shares 

by his union.162 Another union member writes an open letter to the union repre¬ 

sentatives on the board of Stora requesting information about their compensation.163 The 
issue of whether the Helgesson compensation will affect the negotiations of workers' 
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wages is brought up in several articles.164 The size of Helgesson's compensation also 
attracts comment: one article compares, in rather malicious terms, the amount of com¬ 

pensation given to Helgesson and the amount given in sponsorship by Stora to the 
National Museum of Fine Arts.165 

The remuneration aspect of Helgesson's departure becomes coupled to other issues, 
such as the remuneration of middle managers,166 the lay-offs at the daily Svenska 

Dagbladet of which Stora is one of the shareholders.167 There are also comments in the 
form of humor and irony'68 wherein the departure and ensuing commotion on compen¬ 

sation is compared, in humorous terms, to a soap opera.169 

4.3.3. Berggren's departure process 

On February 17, it is reported that the chairman of Stora, Bo Berggren, will depart from 
his position at the annual meeting of the shareholders. Initially it is cited as a rumor 

reported by a television news program.170 Next day, an official announcement from 
Stora follows: Bo Berggren is not a candidate for re-election to the board of directors.171 
The TT news agency distributes quotes from an interview with Berggren where he is 
asked what the point of his departure is: 

This question has to such a large extent been associated with me. I have become 
the image of the problems with top management compensation, and this has cast a 

shadow over Stora.172 

The announcement of the departure receives widespread coverage and his departure is 
associated with questions such as whether his departure was voluntary or not,173 whether 
other directors had any responsibility for developments with Helgesson,174 Berggren's 
other positions as director,175 as well as the future organization of the board of directors 
at Stora.176 Some of the articles also mention a rise in the share price of Stora after the 
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announcement of the departure.1 In Dagens Industri, Bo Berggren is quoted as saying 
that the rise in the share price shows that he has made a correct decision.1™ 

Berggren's actions are seen by Svenska Dagbladet as discrediting: "The mistakes in 
the management of Helgesson' departure from Stora /.../ are of a character that 
questions Berggren's chairmanship of the Federation of Swedish Industries and maybe 
also of Astra.'"79 The paper tells about traditions in the Wallenberg sphere: 

If he had followed the pattern of the great Marcus, Dodde, Wallenberg then 

Berggren could have said to a confidant, "Helgesson wants to resign. He does not 
know it yet, but I will soon talk to him." Probably this is how it has happened. 
Helgesson, in a conversation about the future, has understood that he must hurry up 

and resign in order not to be fired."180 

The Stora share price reacts positively at the reports of Berggren's departure and is 
commented upon,181 but the departure also prompts analysis of Stora's strategic 
alternatives in two articles. While one article carries the heading, "The heritage of 
Berggren - a lump of big problems" and points to the constraints that earlier strategies 
and actions constitute,182 the other views the new board with its novel composition as 

more appropriate for seeking and effecting structural changes, since their emotional ties 
to Stora are weaker than those of Berggren.183 

The departure of Berggren is not played out at a press conference and there are few 
references to the staging of the event. An exception is an interview with Bo Berggren, 
the day after the announcement of his departure from the position of chairman; there is a 

brief reference to how the considerable attention from the press leaves marks on how 
interviews are given in Stora's Stockholm office: 

He receives the lined up journalists individually in short interviews of 10 to 15 
minutes. During the short interview time Berggren repeatedly looks at a fax that 
lies in front of him, a fax with ordinary handwriting. It is a supportive poem from 
wife Gunbritt. "It feels very comfortable and strengthening with her support at 
times like this," [he says].184 

Berggren's departure is further described as a problem for the chairman of Investor: as a 

burden (or even trial by fire)185 or as a headache.186 

"'4:73,4:74, 4:76. 
178 4:74. 
179 4:78. 
180 4:78. 
181 4:69. 
182 4:88. The company name Stora means "big." The quote thus contains a joke.
183 4:89. 
184 4:79. 
185 4:64. 
186 4:65. 
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4.3.4. The annual meeting of the shareholders 

The departures of Helgesson and Berggren take place in connection with the annual 
meeting of the shareholders on March 12 in Falun. Before the meeting, there are articles 
about the controversial issue of compensation. Two articles compare the compensation 

given to the top executives from the newly published annual reports'87 while another 
wonders about the emotive force of the compensation deals, both referring to the case of 
Helgesson. 

Three articles in our sample announce the Stora annual meeting. One article has the 

headline, "Accession of a new monarch in Stora'"88 and another, "The last word from 

Berggren in Stora.'"89 These suggest a ceremonial and perhaps abating function being 
attributed to the meeting. A third mentions the annual meeting in a discussion of annual 
meetings taking place earlier in the year than previously. Stora is seen as one of the 
most decisive companies with an annual meeting early during the year and: 

The meeting should be an interesting occasion. There the fired CEO Lars-Ake 
Helgesson will be discharged at the same time as the chairman of the board of 
directors leaves the forestry giant after starting to view himself as a burden for the 
company after his dodging concerning Helgesson's compensation." 19(1 

The new CEO is also given some attention before the meeting. In Sydsvenska 

Dagbladet, a classical problem is noted: "In connection with the meeting, Björn 

Hägglund assumes office as new CEO at Stora. It remains to be seen whether he will 
make any difference in the nineteen-man strong top executive team,'"91 while Dagens 
Industri tries to make an assessment of the possible political tactics that Hägglund could 

employ: 

The change of managers in Stora creates questions about how much /.../ Hägglund 
will shake up the top management of Stora. A general opinion of the new Stora 
boss is that he wants knowledgeable persons. He is usually well prepared and 
demands the same of others.192 

4:96, 4:97. 
; 
4:94. 
4:91. 

'4:95. 
4:91. 
4:94. 
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Some articles that report on how the annual meeting turned out.191 Four attribute great 

importance to the change of CEO and chairman and include this in their headlines. The 
other two mainly discuss a proposed profit sharing program194 and proposed changes.195 

The articles now deal little with the earlier exposed and highly publicized 

problems.196 Only one article notes at any length the earlier much publicized problems 
and notes the critique that Berggren received from the representative of Swedish Share¬ 
holders' Association.197 The new CEO and his proposed plans receive much more 

attention in these reports. The departure of Helgesson and the events that became 
connected to it seem to lose force and begin to disappear from the immediate concern of 
the business press. 

4.3.5. Aftermath 

The decline of interest in Helgesson's departure continues after the annual meeting. The 
events at Stora, however, are used as illustrations in articles that analyze Swedish 
business at large: the demands made on CEOs of business corporations,198 the changes 
on the Wallenberg company boards,199 and whether it is efficient for the governance of 
companies to have CEOs promoted to chairmen.200 The departure is also used as an 

example in the continuing debate on the compensation of top management.201 Helgesson 
is mentioned as having been proposed for a seat on the company board.202 

The departure also surfaces in connections with disparate kinds of events. When the 
CEO of the Swedish telecommunications firm Ericsson is promoted to chairman of the 
board of Ericsson and interviewed, the example of Berggren and Helgesson is 
mentioned again.203 Also when the CEO of Hennes & Mauritz departs and is promoted 
to chairman, the Helgesson departure is used as an example to compare with, especially 

regarding the arrangement of promoting a former CEO to chairman.204 Finanstidningen 
mentions Helgesson as a predecessor when the successor Hägglund is interviewed about 

4:98, 4:99, 4:100, 4:101, 4:102, 4:103. 
4:99. 
4:100. 
This may of course reflect a bias in our sample. 
4:101. 
4:104. 
4:105. 
4:107. 

4:111,4:114. 
4:113. 

203 4:106. 
204 4:1 15. 
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his reading habits.205 Dagens Industri makes the same kind of recall when Hägglund 
comments on the first quarterly report.206 

Further on after the annual meeting, former chairman Berggren is continually the 

subject of criticism, and a short debate breaks out whether he should continue his chair¬ 

manship of SAS.2" The labor organization is of the opinion that he should not. 
The departure of Helgesson is mentioned in very neutral terms and seems, as an 

event of the past, having lost the coupling to dramatic emotions. It retains usefulness as 

an example, and when May comes, the departure of Helgesson is used to exemplify, in 
connection with another departure, that it is not uncommon with differences of opinion 
between chairmen and CEOs.208 It is also used as an example when a report on the 
media's treatment of remuneration is presented by a Swedish business organization209 or 

with reference to the efficiency of shareholder's meetings.210 
Towards the end of the period, it is reported that Stora shares are doing well and that 

the expectations that have arisen from the change of CEO and chairman are partly 

responsible for the rise in share price.2" Finally, we find a short mention that Helgesson 
has become chairman of a smaller company.212 

From the beginning of the summer of 1998, and until the end of the year there are 

only nineteen articles in the sample. The Stora company changes dramatically during 
this period due to the merger of Stora and the Finnish forestry company Enso. It is noted 
that the time in office for Helgesson's successor only lasted a little over 80 days213 and 
that Falun is "in mourning" after the merger.214 In a long article that discusses the 

merger, Helgesson is mentioned but nothing said of his problematic departure.215 In a 

comment on the share price, the price is compared with what it was when Helgesson 

departed.216 The departure of Berggren due to the problems related to Helgesson's 

departure is mentioned on several occasions.217 

Helgesson's new positions are noted218 and there are also two short interviews. The 

departure does not seem to have lost emotive force entirely. In Finanstidningen, 
Helgesson is asked about his views on the Enso deal (as well as what he did on his 

207 
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vacation)219 and in Dagens Industri the departure is used to give a dramatic frame to the 
interview: 

Thursday, March 12 was Lars-Ake Helgesson's last day as CEO in the forestry 

company Stora. The same day he and his wife Lena fetched their personal effects 
from the residence in Falun. The following Monday, he started as new chairman of 
three companies, in a new office in Stockholm. "There was no need for a break. I 
like to work," says Helgesson.2211 

Helgesson is however not alone in being interviewed. His departure of Helgesson also 

appears in an interview with former chairman Berggren where the problems in Stora are 

mentioned early in the article: 

He was recently harshly criticized and left his position as chairman in forestry 

company Stora's board of directors, after departing CEO Lars-Ake Helgesson's 
generous compensation became known. 

"I look ahead. Of course one should also look back too, but one has to do that in a 

constructive manner. You must never be without history, but this particular history 
I want to leave behind me," says Bo Berggren.221 

In spite of Berggren's hopes, the departure seems to have a certain power as an example 
and Helgesson's departure is continually used when discussing the most public leaders 
in Swedish business222—for example, when it is noted that the turnover rate of CEOs is 

high,223 or when discussing the Wallenberg family and the departure of Augustsson from 
SKF.224 

The year ends with Affärsvärlden's weekly chronicler looking back at Swedish 
business during the year and likening it to the performances of a theatre company. The 
events in Stora do not lose out and are presented as: "Stora's astonishing production of 
the drama The Fall of a CEO with Lars-Ake Helgesson starring in the lead is sure to 

oblige."225 It took about a year in the business press for the departure to take the various 
turns from being a moderately noticed event, to being part of an extremely publicized 
scandal, to finishing up as a caricature. 
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4.3.6. Summary 

The presentation of Helgesson's departure shows how reports about forced change (and 

compensation) "charge" a departure so that they attract great interest. Already in the 

early reports there was speculation about the involuntariness of the departure, but it was 

when the departure became seen as being admitted as a forced departure that attention 

really mounted. The early presentation of the departure became an issue in its own right 
and eventually led to the departure of Berggren. 

Some observations that we made in the Augustsson case also apply in the Helgesson 
case—for example, the way that departures are embedded or the way that the 
attributions of performance are difficult to enact predictably. 

4.4. Conclusions 

These observations of how departures are presented in the business press touch on a 

range of themes, from the great attention that a departure attracts to the way departures 
are described as desirable or not. 

It is clear that departures can attract a great deal of attention. The two case studies 
show that the press can make a departure widely known, sometimes even into an event 
that society at large is aware of. Yet, all departures are not equally interesting to report. 
The presence of drama, particularly the use of force and conflict, seems to make 

departures particularly interesting for the press. Even if such information is not directly 
disclosed at the company, there is the possibility for the press to search for information 
in other sources or to interpret the way that a departure is presented. Consider the way 

that the issues of surprise and the lack of plans for the future were addressed at the 
announcement of Helgesson's departure from Stora. The attention must also rest on an 

assumption that the CEOs are important. Such an importance may be suggested by the 
use of metaphoric labels to describe that great power and centrality of the CEO by using 
central cultural images for power such as "throne" and "crown-prince." 

The way the business press reports on departures changes over time. In both of these 
cases, there were press conferences related to the announcement of the departure and 

following reports. Time also fosters reflection, such that the consequences of e 

departure become more elaborately recognized. Consequences that are considered 
include share price and state of the company as well as the condition of Swedish 
business at large. But time not only influences reflection; it eventually lets the 

departures slowly recede from the foreground of attention—only to be brought up again 
when the CEO takes up a new positions or there are changes in the company that the 
CEO left. 
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The reports show that attributing performance is not a subtle operation. The attributions 
of blame and accountability for actions and performance are on the agenda of the press, 
and articles deal with the theme of scapegoating. 

Also, the use of departures can make the board seem capable of decisive action. This, 
however, can raise the question of who it is that influences performance in corporations 
and in what way the board is accountable for appointing the CEO. 

Although these reports do not follow the departed for long periods, there are 

indications that it takes a long time for the CEO to be dissociated with the former 
positions. The "ex"-role seems to be quite adhesive. Perhaps the press is instrumental in 

imposing such roles. 
The way that departures were described in these cases suggests that reports in the 

business press may constitute a setting for disciplining that is distinct from the direct 
context of personal relations that exist between the board and management. This is a 

setting which seems to imply the care that needs to be taken to handle the grave and 
serious problem of departure. The press deals with the issue in a way that rather 
emphasizes drama and game. If the symbolic process were limited, for example, to 

shareholders or employees, it would probably be enacted in other settings. 
If public degradation can be seen as a kind of disciplining, it is a disciplinary 

mechanism that demands compliance to function. A question is why the CEO does not 
make more noise after having been ousted—and, equally, what are the mechanisms that 
generate such compliance and silence. 

The business press reports indicate what is desirable or not in departures; they 
indicate what is charged with emotion and what is not. They also illustrate how force 

belongs to the realm of excitement and drama. 
In contrast, in the next chapter of this book, attention is now turned to how changes of 
CEOs are described in annual reports, where the stories about changes can be described 
as "cool" and "composed" although still not entirely unemotional. 



CHAPTER 5 

Departures in annual reports 

There is in the performance that kind of rationality which is constructed after the 
event, after chaos, to make it seem that what was done haphazardly and 
confrontationally was really cooperative and guided by reason. There is a collusive 
fiction that that the past was different from what all concerned know it in fact was, 
and both parties manipulate the "facts " into a form that they evidently think will be 
to their mutual advantage. The fiction thus preserved is that life is orderly,
structured, predictable, and under control. 

F. G. Bailey
The Prevalence of Deceit, p. 39 

5.1. Introduction 

This chapter examines the way corporations present CEO changes in their annual 
reports. The findings are based on my study of the reports for all Swedish publicly 
traded corporations that changed CEOs between 1987 and 1996. Annual reports are 

likely to include information about CEO changes, and that information is likely to be 

presented in a manner that caters to the expectations of different stakeholders, ranging 
from shareholders to the general public.1 

By providing information by which management and directors can be assessed, 
annual reports are part of the corporate governance processes of accountability. The 

reports thus record, describe, and account for many events and processes in the business 

corporation, even though departures constitute only a small fraction of this mass of 
information. 

Annual reports are, in part, legal documents and, in part, advertising or corporate 

communications. The legal functions are performed by mandatory sections2 of the 
annual report, the design of which are regulated in the Annual Accounts Act3 or in 

accounting standards.4 The reports include other sections on a voluntary basis, and the 

' The report may be seen as a "performance" in its own right (cf. Corvellec, 1995).
2 The mandatory sections are the income statement, the balance sheet, the notes to the financial 
statements, the directors' report, statement of cash flows, and the auditor's report.
3 Årsredovisningslagen.
4 Standards were formerly issued by Föreningen Auktoriserade Revisorer FAR (Swedish Institute of 
Authorized Public Accountants), Bokföringsnämnden BFN (The Swedish Accounting Standards Board), 
and Näringslivets börskommitté NBK (The Swedish Industry and Commerce Stock Exchange 
Committee). Redovisningrådet (Swedish Financial Accounting Standards Council) has largely replaced 
the efforts of the three earlier bodies. 



90 

company has a large degree of discretion in shaping these.5 There is considerable 
variation in appearance among the reports, on account of the creative possibilities for 
differentiation through writing, graphic design, and other expressive techniques. 

Two interests seem to be at odds in the public reporting about CEO changes that are 

of disciplinary nature. It can be argued that such changes should be amply reported in 
annual reports since the board's use of a crucial governance mechanism is a clear sign 
of what is going on in the corporation. Departures are important events, so they should 

reasonably be worthy of attention in the context of accountability. On the other hand, 
arguments can be made for restraint in reporting on such departures. The personal 
integrity of the position holders would be infringed upon by more elaborate reporting. 
As well, the interest in the event may have been so great that relevant information about 
the change will already have been disseminated in the business press, and further 
reporting would be redundant. 

5.2. Patterns in presentation 

Almost all departure events are reported. Of the total number of reports annual reports 

in this study, only 13 departures received no mention during the three-year period that 
was considered for each event—that is, the year before departure, the actual year of 
departure, and the year after. The frequencies for the number of references are listed in 
Table 5.1. 

Table 5.1. Frequency of references to CEO changes in the annual reports ofSwedish publicly 
traded corporations, 1987-1996 

Number of References Frequency 

0 13 

1 22 

2 22 

3 20 

4 20 

5 14 

6 9 

7 2 

8 2 

9 2 

For example, the letter to the shareholders, a presentation of the senior managers or the board of 
directors, an organizational chart, pictures of products, or pictures of employees. 

5 
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It appears that the departure usually is mentioned between one and four times during the 

three-year period. There are, however, differences in how the references to departure are 

distributed over this period. Table 5.2 shows how textual and pictorial references are 

distributed over the three different years. 

Table 5.2. The presentation ofCEO changes according to year andform ofpresentation in the 
annual reports ofSwedish publicly traded corporation, 1987-1996 

Year before Year of departure Year after 
Text Picture Text Picture Text Picture 

109 206 217 127 20 0 

Most references to a change are made during the year of departure. Across years, there 
are differences in the relative use of pictures and text. In the year before change, almost 
a sixth of the references are made in pictorial form, while in the year of departure only a 

small share (about 5%) of the references are pictures. Also, the relative share of changes 
varies. In the year before departure, 47 changes are reported with pictorial references— 
almost 40% of the departure events. By comparison, in the year of departure, out of 121 
succession events less than 10 % are reported on with a picture. None of the 

presentations made in the year after the departure is presented with a picture. This 
means that if the departure is reported in advance, there is greater probability that it will 
be illustrated with a picture. The presentation seems to be more striking, then, when the 

reports anticipate a departure. 
Tables 5.1 and 5.2 describe the reports in terms of whether the departure was 

mentioned or not, in which of the three years, and whether it was a textual or pictorial 
reference. Table 5.3 presents a further analysis of whether the presentation appeared in 
the year before, the year of, and/or the year after departure. Seven patterns (types A 

through G) emerged from this analysis.8 

6 One change was illustrated in two sections. These have been counted as two references. 
7 See former note. 
8 The eighth and final pattern possibility (1-0-1) was not found. It is perhaps unlikely for the departure to 
be mentioned the year before and the year after, but not during the actual year of departure. 
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Table 5.3. Patterns of presentation of CEO departure in the annual reports of Swedish 
publicly traded corporations, 1987-1996 

Type Year before Year of change Year after Frequency 

change change 

A 0 0 0 13 

B 1 0 0 11 

C 1 1 0 34 

D 0 1 0 51 

E 0 1 1 11 

F 0 0 1 1 

G 1 1 1 5 

A reference to departure, disregarding form and frequency, is indicated with a 1 while 
no reference is indicated with a 0. Most companies present a change of CEO during the 

year of change (type D). The second most common pattern is to present in both the year 
before and the year of change (type C). Dwelling on a change in retrospect is less 
common, and the patterns that make references after the change (types E, F, and G) 
together only represent a fifth of the total number of patterns. 

Although a departure may be mentioned almost anywhere in the annual reports, the 
references tend to appear in seven particular sections of the report, as shown in Table 
5.4.9 

Table 5.4. Frequency ofreferences to CEO change according to section ofpresentation in the 
annual reports ofSwedish publicly traded corporations, 1987-1996 

Section Frequency 

Letter to the shareholders 94 

Directors' report 93 

Presentation of senior management 65 

Presentation of the directors 29 

Important events during the year1" 28 

Notes 25 

Letter from the chairman" 11 

Other 33 

Total 378 

9 The category "Other" contains references to departure that are made in other sections of the annual 
report. These sections differ widely; one example is the presentation of the departure in the section of a 

subsidiary where the new CEO earlier had been president.
10 This category comprises summaries of the past year's events and is sometimes is found at the beginning 
or the end of the annual report.
" 

In some cases, such letters either replace or complement the CEO's letter to the shareholders. 
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It is in the letter to the shareholders that most changes are presented. However, as Table 
5.4 shows, it is almost as usual to present a CEO succession in the directors' report as in 
the letter to the shareholders. While the directors' report is one of the mandatory 
sections in the annual report, the letter to the shareholders is a voluntary one. However, 
the letter to the shareholders is almost always to be found in a normal published annual 
report. 

The voluntary sections are more popular for presentation. In addition to the directors' 
reports, only the notes are from the mandatory section. Also, when considering the 

reports that are made only in one type of section, a larger share is reported only in the 

voluntary section (44 changes), while a much smaller number (14 changes) are reported 

only in the mandatory sections of annual reports. 
The types of references are evenly distributed over the ten-year period studied, with 

the exception of the "note" category, which first appeared in 1993 following the 
introduction of a new accounting practice regarding the disclosure of remuneration of 
the senior managers.12 Since changes of CEOs influence payments made to managers, 
the notes may mention the departures of CEOs. There are 44 instances of departures in 
1993 and afterwards, and the 33 references were made to 20 CEO changes. This means 

that in almost a half of the cases a departure led to a mention in the notes. The notes 

seldom "just speak for themselves." In only one instance was the report in the note the 

only reference to a succession. 

5.3. Textual representation 

The patterns of presentation lead to further questions: for example, What are the causes 

said to be? How is the process and act of departure arranged? What consequences are 

reported in the annual reports? Therefore, I made a further analysis of the CEO's letters 
to the shareholders and the directors' reports—that is, the types of text where most 
references are made. They differ in that the CEO's letter to the shareholders is a 

voluntary and personal text, while the directors' report is a mandatory and impersonal 
text. 

During the period 1987-1996, 90 succession events were mentioned in letters to the 
shareholders and the directors' reports, respectively, in which I have chosen study 
textual and pictorial presentation of succession events. A total of 132 texts were studied, 
including a greater number of directors' reports (72) than letters to the shareholders 
(60).13 

12 The Swedish Industry and Commerce Stock Exchange Committee (NBK) Recommendations concerning 
information about benefitsfor senior executives (1993) 
13 Here I have counted the number of texts with references—not the frequency of references, as in the 
earlier section. A director's report, for example, may refer to a change of CEO several times. 

http:managers.12
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The texts differ in some basic ways. The impersonal directors' reports form one 

homogenous category, while letters to the shareholders are differentiated. Three 

categories are identified because there is variation as to who appears as the sender of the 
letter to the shareholders.14 The letters where the successor CEO appears as the sender 
are most frequent, followed by those where the predecessor CEO is the sender. The 
smallest category, "Other" comprises texts that are in the form of interviews or 

conversations, often between the successor and predecessor.15 
Another difference between texts is that they may be written either as anticipating a 

succession event or looking back at it in retrospect.16 Retrospective texts are more 

frequent, and of the total number of texts more than two thirds are of this type. Almost 
four fifths of the directors' reports and three fifths of the letters to shareholders have a 

retrospective temporality. In letters to the shareholders, the temporality is closely related 
to who is writing; successors look back at the event of assuming office, while 

predecessors anticipate their departure. 

5.3.1. Antecedents of succession 

The departure of a CEO could be explained by referring to the circumstances that were 

present before the change as causes, and I had initially designed my classification 
scheme to accommodate two types of antecedents that I called "causes" and "past." I 
found, however, that I could only register one instance of an antecedent condition 

presented as directly causing a departure (BPA 1991). The distinction was dropped, and 
one overarching category for antecedent conditions was created instead. Causality is 
rather created by the way antecedents and CEO changes are associated or inferred. The 
rules for such operations may to some extent be culturally patterned. 

The way the texts are written shows, however, that it is unnecessary to provide such 

explanations, and a substantial share of the annual reports do not contain any mentions 
of antecedents to the change of CEO. The silence concerning the antecedents is more 

pronounced in the directors' reports, of which almost half do not mention any 

antecedents to the change of CEO, while only a fourth of the letters to the shareholders 
do not mention any antecedents. Among the letters to the shareholders, the successors 

writing the reports seem to be more prone to silence (about two fifths) than the 

predecessors, only one of whom does not mention any antecedents. 

14 This is a consequence of their being written in the form of a letter with a sender. 
15 I have classified these as "Letters to the shareholders" since they fulfill the function of a personal 
introduction to the annual report. Where there are texts of the "Other" type, there are no "real" letters to 
be found. 
1 

It could of course be conceivable to refer to the succession event as being something evolving at the 
time of writing. The succession is dealt with as a decision or event of definitive character and then there 
are only the perspectives of before and after. There is thus little room for two "sort-of' CEO's, "lame 
ducks," or other variants. 

http:retrospect.16
http:predecessor.15
http:shareholders.14
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Turning now to the reports that do report on the antecedents of departure. The past 
that is brought up concerns the successor, the predecessor, the organization, or the 
conditions external to the company. Table 5.5 shows the distribution of the different 
types of antecedents in the letters to the shareholders and the directors' reports. 

Table 5.5. Type oftext and type ofantecedent in the annual reports ofSwedish publicly traded 
corporation, 1987-1996 

Type of antecedent Type of text 
Letter to the shareholders Directors'report 

Frequency Share Frequency Share 

Successor's past 18 26% 15 31 % 

Predecessor's past 26 37% 19 40% 

Organizational past 22 31 % 14 29% 

External past 4 6% 0 -

Total 70 100% 48 100% 

The different types of text contain about the same share of the separate forms of 
antecedents, with one exception. External past is only mentioned four times—and this 

only in letters to shareholders. 
The mentions of external antecedents refer to challenges in the environment of the 

corporation. For example, one successor writes, "It feels very stimulating to accept the 

challenge of leading Euroc forward. I have great respect for the group's way handling 
the dramatic decline in the construction sector during the 1990s.'"7 The low use of 
external conditions to explain and motivate changes of senior managers is contrary to 

what I expected. 
Organizational antecedents are mentioned in a third of the reports on succession. 

This share is roughly equal in letters to the shareholders and the directors' reports, but 
the types of organizational antecedents mentioned have different emphasis. The 
directors' reports contain mainly references to changes in organizational positions (for 
example, the departures of chairmen where the CEO is the successor). Changes in 

organizational structure are also mentioned. 
The variety of antecedents mentioned in the letters to the shareholders is much 

greater and includes, over and above the mentions of organizational and positional 
changes, references to the organization's problems and achievements. Organizational 
problems are mentioned and are often related to organizational performance, but there is 
an instance where the departure of a CEO is included among the problems: 

17 
Scancem, 1994. In this chapter, 1 will be referring frequently to annual reports by the use of footnotes. 

The footnotes will consist of the company name and the year of the report. 
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During 1997 Pharmacia & Upjohn went through a difficult change. Turnover and profits 
were down. There were also changes in management. John Zabriskie, the company's CEO 

departed and was succeeded by Jan Ekberg, who temporarily left his role as chairman of the 
board. 18 

A change of CEOs may, in contrast, be presented so that it appears as more of a solution 
to organizational problems rather than a problem in itself, as in one letter to the 
shareholders (in the form of an interview). In it, the new CEO is addressed: "You came 

in as new CEO of SIFAB in October when it was clear that SIFAB too would have to 

present heavy losses." The relation of these heavy losses to the departure of the former 
CEO is never explained. 

Organizational achievements are mentioned more often than problems. An 
achievement may be the favorable performance of the company, as for example the new 

CEO at Skandia writing that he assumed office "after a very successful year.'"9 The past 
achievements of the company may be tied to the future possibilities. Consider this quote 

from a letter to the shareholders: 

During 1988 Marieberg set yet another record in profitability, the fifth consecutive 
/.../ But the group needs an even higher level of profitability to afford the 
investments that are necessary for maintained competitiveness. That this is the task 
for the next coming years is concluded by Leif Borin /.../ and Bengt Braun, who 
assumed the office of CEO of Marieberg the 1st of April 1989.211 

In another instance, two CEOs anticipating their departure point to the history of the 

organization when explaining that change has taken place during their tenure.21 
I turn now to antecedents that deal with the main characters of the CEO change: the 

successor and the predecessor. When considering the successor's past, the biography of 
the successor is the kind of reference most frequently mentioned. It may be used to 

explain why the CEO is particularly suited for the position, as well as to express how 

continuity is maintained. In the following example, the importance of the predecessor's 

past for the continuity of the organization is made very clear: 

The top management function of the group has been strong, so handing over to the 
new CEO of the group, Gunnar Grönqvist, has been done in a smooth manner. Lars 
Bern and Gunnar Grönqvist have cooperated in the top management team of the 

group for five years, and the decisions that are formative for the future build on a 

strategy that has been shared during these years.22 

18 
Pharmacia & Upjohn, 1997. A similar pattern is also found in Östgöta Enskilda Bank, 1988. 

19 
Skandia, 1996. 

211 

Marieberg, 1988. 
21 

Klövern, 1994; Euroc, 1994. 
22 Ångpanneföreningen, 1988. 

http:years.22
http:tenure.21
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The successor's beliefs may also be seen as antecedents. In a company with 

performance problems, the expectations and the knowledge of the successor before 

becoming CEO is brought up when the CEO mentions that "I knew there were problems 
but not the extent of their effects."23 

Referring to the predecessor's past in the company was the most common way to 

describe the antecedents of the CEO change. The directors' reports are primarily 
concerned with the positional aspect of the past, thus one can learn mainly about when 
the CEO joined the corporation, how long he has been CEO and about his engagements 

on the board of directors. In two instances, a decision to leave is integrated into that past 
and mentioned in the reports. The report of PLM states that: 

President and CEO Rolf Börjesson announced early in 1996 that he intended to 
leave his position in PLM AB at the latest July 1st 1996 to assume a similar 
position in the British publicly traded company Rexam pic.24 

The letters to the shareholders deal with achievements and problems that the 

predecessor has experienced. In the report of shipping company Nordström & Thulin, 
the predecessor anticipating departure takes the opportunity to point out that he has an 

"international network of contacts, that I have built during more than 40 years, in the 

business,"25 while the departing CEO of Atlas Copco finds he has had "the privilege of 
leading Atlas Copco's operations /.../ an interesting time full of stimulating problems 
and possibilities."26 When the successors mention the predecessors they often do this in 

laudatory words. The successor in Latour writes about his predecessor: 

Gunnar Ekdahl has secured Latour by assiduously putting things in order, reducing 
risks, and by avoiding the endless number of opportunities to step wrong that the 
late 80s provided. The sectors in crisis today were identified early by Gunnar 
Ekdahl.27 

There are indeed differences between the types of antecedents in letters to the 
shareholders depending on who stands as the sender (see Table 5.6). 

23SIFAB, 1992. 
24 

PLM, 1995. Stadshypotek (1995) uses a similar, but somewhat more ambiguous statement. 
25 Nordström & Thulin, 1995. 
26 Atlas Copco, 1990. 
27 

Latour, 1991. 
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Table 5.6. Type of antecedent in different types of letters to shareholders in the annual reports 

ofSwedish publicly traded corporations, 1987-1996 

Type of text 
Other Type of antecedent Successor writing Predecessor writing 

Frequency Share Frequency Share Frequency Share 

Successor's past 6 27% 4 13% 8 44 % 

Predecessor's past 8 36% 14 47 % 4 22 % 

9 28 %Organizational past 8 36% 30% 5 

External past 0 3 10% 1 6 %-

Total 22 100% 30 100% 18 100% 

When the successor writes, looking back on the event, he is more expressive about the 

past of his predecessors and the organization than about himself. By comparison, the 

predecessor, who is anticipating departure, writes much more about his own past than 
about the organization's.28 In the "Other" category, the successor's past seems to be of 
greater interest. Here almost half of the antecedent conditions mentioned fall into that 
category. 

Considering the antecedents in the annual reports, one is alerted to the tie between 
the change of CEOs and the history of organizations. Changes may trigger reflections 
on the past, as in Alfa-Laval where the departing CEO, when writing his last letter to 

the shareholders, finds that "a short glance on the activities so far during the 1980s may 

be proper."29 The CEO of Handelsbanken seems to be exposed to the same form of urge 

but finds that: "It is easy to understand that the same interest is not shared by our 
shareholders. It is always more interesting to look forward. Therefore I abstain from 
such retrospection."30 I shall later consider aspects of CEO change that are less 

retrospective, but first I shall summarize my observations on the antecedents of 
departures. 

Not all reports contain references to the antecedents of departures and the majority of 
references point to the successors or predecessors. In different types of texts, different 
types of antecedents are mentioned. The personal letters to the shareholders tend to refer 
to achievements and problems, while the impersonal directors' reports are more oriented 
towards describing changes in positions and organizations. 

28 It is the predecessor writing that accounts for three of the four references to external contingencies.
29 Alfa-Laval, 1988. 
"'Handelsbanken, 1990. 

http:organization's.28
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5.3.2. CEO change 

There are many renditions of CEO changes in the annual reports. This section will 
consider how the changes are denoted by different terms, how timing is described, what 
accounts of emotions may accompany the change of CEO, and finally how actors are 

described. 

The excerpts contain over two hundred direct references to a CEO change. The terms 

have been grouped into the seven categories listed in Table 5.7. Most popular, aside from 
the residual category of "Other,"31 is the term succeed, which accounts for almost a fifth 
of the references. Its use is closely followed by the term appoint which reaches an 

almost identical share. These terms describe CEO changes in two distinct ways that I 
will develop. 

Table 5.7. Frequency and share of types of terms to describe CEO changes in the 
annual reports ofSwedish publicly traded corporations, 1987-1996 

Type of term32 Frequency Rank Share 

Other 66 1 29% 

Succeed 40 2 18 % 

Appoint 38 3 17 % 

Leave 25 4 11 % 

Depart 22 5 10% 

Assume office 18 6 8 % 

New 17 7 8 % 

Total 226 100% 

The first way to describe changes is to present them as part of a continuous flow of 
persons through the office of CEO. This is a kind of explanation that refers to change 
without bringing up intentions or actions. It describes the cycle of office holders as a 

natural and deterministic process. For example: "Arne Mårtensson assumed office in 

conjunction with the 1991 general meeting, as CEO after Tom Hedelius."33 The terms 

succeed, assume office, and new are used in such accounts. The terms combine well to 

form descriptions of these flows through the office of CEO. 
Another group of terms deal instead with CEO changes as actions. This is 

particularly clear when it comes to the use of the term appoint, which signals directly 

31 When generating the categories, I made lists from the material in the database. The categories were 

then created by looking at the lists and trying to find similarities between the terms. The residual category 
"Other" is still large, but the sub-categories that could be formed from it were too many and too small. 
32 

These are translations from the Swedish terms, which, excluding the category "Other," in the order of 
the table read: efterträda, utse, lämna, avgå, tillträda, ny.
33 

SHB, 1991. 
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the action taken by the board of directors. For example: "At the meeting of the board of 
directors in February 1995, Lars Sköld was appointed as new CEO of Klövern AB." 34 

Depending on their use, the terms may at times describe either a flow or an action. 
The term leave is suitable to describe the intentions of a departing CEO. A bank 
communicates in its directors' report that: "On December 21s1 the bank's CEO Olof 
Sjöström announced that he wishes to leave his position."35 Leaving may also be 
described as a component in the flow of persons such as: "Bertil Åberg left the CEO 

position in the parent company."36 
The residual category of "Other" contains rich descriptions of departures. Some of 

these indicate that a change of CEO takes place by mentioning that time has passed. 
One way to do this is to mention a particular year as the first: "my first year as 

manager"37 or "1988 was my first year of operations in Astra."38 However, a date may 

also be used as the marker for a start in office: "Jan-Eric Nilsson, VD from April 17, 
1990."» 

One way to describe the change of CEOs is by a metaphor. The references may 

speak of either a relay race that continues40 or of assuming office as a way to "take over 
at the helm."41 A CEO anticipating assuming office says in a letter to the shareholders 
that he does not want to comment until he has "had the opportunity to settle down in my 

chair."42 

The presentations of departures are such that the voluntary nature of the departure by 
the CEO is emphasized. One has to look hard to detect problematic traits in the texts. In 
a few examples, the descriptions indicate that the departure has been less than desirable. 
A classic type of formulation signals a troublesome departure: "On November 14, Jacob 
Palmstierna handed in his resignation to the bank's board of directors. A week later. Bo 
C E Ramfors was appointed new CEO."43 Here both the "handing in the resignation" 
and the fact that a successor is not immediately appointed give signals of trouble. 
Another example, in which the change of owners seems to have played a part, is taken 
from a holding company: "CEO Jan-Erik Hensfelt /.../ gave notice of his departure 
because of the new conditions of ownership."44 Both these examples come from 
directors' reports and describe troublesome departures in action-oriented terms. 

,4 

Klövern, 1994. 
35 Östgöta Enskilda Bank, 1987. 
36 

Lundbergs, 1994. 
37 

AGA, 1992. 
38 

Astra, 1988. 
34 

Gotlandsbolaget, 1989. This form of reference is particularly suited for use in conjunction with 
photographic illustration. 
40 

Klövern, 1995. 
41 NCB, 1991. 
42 

Marieberg, 1988. 
43SEB, 1989. 
44 Öresund 1992. 
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Directors' reports and letters to the shareholders differ in how they describe 

departures. The directors' reports are more uniform in their use of terms, while the 
letters to the shareholders are more differentiated in their expressions of succession and 

departure. 
Table 5.8, following, shows the frequencies and shares for the use of the terms in 

different types of texts. A marked difference between the directors' reports and the 
letters to the shareholders is the share of the references that are placed in the residual 
category. While I was able to categorize over three quarters of the references in the 
directors' reports, almost half of the references in the letters to shareholders did not 
match the categories. 

Some terms dominate the description of departures in the letters to the shareholders. 
It is not surprising that a fourth of the references made by the successor are to assuming 
office, while almost a third of the predecessor's letters are to leaving. It may be noted 
that none of the predecessors writing the letter use the term "depart"45 in reference to the 

pending exit. 

Table 5.8. Frequency and share of types of terms used to describe CEO changes in different 
sections of the annual reports of Swedish publicly traded corporations, 
1987-1996 

Type of Type of text 
antecedent 

Predecessor 
Directors' report Successor writing Other 

writing 

Frequency Share Frequency Share Frequency Share Frequency Share 

Appoint 27 21 % 2 5 % 4 13 % 1 4% 

Assume 25 19% 10 26% 0 - 4 16% 

office 

Depart 18 14% 2 5 % 0 - 2 8% 

Succeed 15 11 % 3 8 % 0 - 1 4% 

Leave 12 9% 1 3% 9 29% 4 16 % 

New 8 6% 3 8 % 3 10% 3 12% 

Other 26 20% 17 45 % 15 48 % 10 40% 

Total 131 100% 38 100% 31 100% 25 100% 

The contrast between describing the CEO change as a flow of persons or as an action is 
further underlined by the use of emotions. When coding the texts, I used a broad 
definition of emotion as including (in the context of the annual report) the stirring of 
passions, the promulgation of motives, intention, and the relation of intention or 

45 Swedish att avgå. 
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dispositions to act46. Almost thirty texts contained references to emotions; all in letters 
to shareholders. The data are shown in Table 5.9. 

Table 5.9. Frequency and share of emotional content in different types of text in the annual 
reports ofSwedish publicly traded corporations 1987-1996 

Type of text Frequency of Share Frequency of no Total 

mention mention 

Directors' report 0 - 72 72 

Letter to shareholders 29 48 % 31 60 

- Successor writing 10 37 % 17 27 

- Predecessor writing 16 84% 3 19 

- Other 3 21 % 11 14 

Only about one third of successors make emotional references, but over 80% of 
predecessors include this type of comment. The emotions expressed by successors are 

diverse and include "mixed emotions." Some are future-oriented anticipations; they may 

be "looking forwards to many years of stimulating work"4 or a CEO assuming office in 
a crisis-stricken bank says that he "only want[s] to look ahead."48 Others are action-
oriented wants; a new CEO writes, "I only want to point to the activities that I find most 

important for the group,"49 while the successor at the crisis-stricken bank "only want[s] 
to look ahead."50 One CEO who has assumed office and is writing to the shareholders 

points to how change in performance affects him by making it "exciting to be able to 

inform you that the situation has been stabilized and that we enter 1998 with increased 

strength and optimism."51 Another expresses a sort of natural clarity of mind as a result 
of assuming office: 

At the shareholders' meeting in the spring of 1994, I took over the management of 
the group. Therefore it feels natural to start by looking back at the history of FFNS 
and to describe the economic situation and important developments."52 

The emotions expressed by departing CEOs are more consistently of joy, gratitude, and 
wishes of good luck to successors. A departing CEO conveys humble thanks for having 

46 One alternative given by OED is "any agitation or disturbance of mind, feeling, passion."
47 

Astra, 1988. 
48 

Nordbanken, 1990. 
49 

Forsheda, 1991. 
50 

Nordbanken, 1990. 
51 Pharmacia & Upjohn. 1997. 
52 

FFNS, 1994. 
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had the opportunity to take part in interesting tasks. Only one describes the past as 

involving troubling feelings of disappointment: 

...years that have meant much stimulating work and that have been filled with 

many reasons for gratification, but that naturally also have been filled with stress 

and disappointment due to the shifting contingencies that have existed since the 

beginning of the eighties.53 

Taken together, successors face the uncertainties of the future with mixed emotions, 
while predecessors wrap up their tenures by molding a happy history. Emotions are 

properties that are in opposition to viewing the succession process as the mere moving 
of lumps of meat through the CEO position. 

To mention when a departure takes place is part of reporting on a CEO change. The 
most popular type of mention is the shareholders' meeting, which is the generally 

acknowledged "right time" for a change. Table 5.10 provides the frequencies of the 
different timing alternatives. 

Table 5.10. CEO changes and timing in the annual reports of Swedish publicly traded 
corporations, 1987-1996 

Timing alternative Frequency 

Shareholders' meeting 38 

No mention of timing 35 

Specific date 28 

Turn of year 4 

Other 28 

Total 133 

The annual meeting of shareholders is the most popular timing, closely followed by no 

mention of timing at all. The "Other" category includes, for example, mentioning a 

month in general terms ("in the middle of February"54) or referring to a season such as 

spring or fall. 
Ambiguities can be encountered when classifying the timing of the change since 

there are annual reports that report on two changes rather than just one; consequently, 
there might be several timings in one report. Five such instances were found in this 

study. An example is the directors' report for Nordbanken: 

53 
Klövern, 1994. 

54 Kramo. 1991. 

http:eighties.53
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The year 1990 was characterized by many changes at the board and top 

management level in Nordbanken. At the general meeting on March 15, 1990, 
Rune Barnéus succeeded the former CEO Christer Zetterberg. /.../ At the end of 
December, Rune Barnéus departed.55 

Tenures of such short duration (less than a year) are signals that something out of the 

ordinary has occurred. The character of a departure may thus be communicated by the 
reference to timing. 

The different types of texts put varying emphasis on timing. Table 5.11 presents the 
distribution of timing alternatives in the different types of text. 

Table 5.11. Type of text and mention of timing in the annual reports ofSwedish publicly traded 
corporations, 1987-1996 

Type of text Timing alternative Frequency Share 

Successor writing No mention of timing 15 56 % 

(27 texts) Shareholders' meeting 2 7 % 

Specific date 2 7 % 

Turn of year 2 7 % 

Other 6 22% 

Predecessor writing No mention of timing 8 42% 

(19 texts) Shareholders' meeting 10 53 % 

Specific date 1 5 % 

Tum of year 0 0% 

Other 0 0% 

Other No mention of timing 3 21 % 

(14 texts) Shareholders' meeting 0 0% 

Specific date 4 29% 

Turn of year 0 0% 

Other 7 50% 

Directors' report No mention of timing 9 12% 

(72 texts) Shareholders' meeting 26 36% 

Specific date 21 29 % 

Turn of year 2 3 % 

Other 15 21 % 

Timing does not seem particularly important in the letters to the shareholders. Less than 
half of successors mention the timing of change, and the same applies also to a large 
share of predecessors. However, the shareholders' meeting is given considerable 

55 
Nordbanken, 1990. 

http:departed.55
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preference by predecessors when they do mention timing. The predecessors thus not 

only seem more emotional, they also place the change at the normal, proper, and 

ceremonially tinged general meeting. The directors' reports abstain from mentioning 

timing in only in about a tenth of the cases and nail down the timing of the change to a 

specific date in a third of the cases. 
The reports mention and describe actors involved in the changes. The successor takes 

the lead both in directors' reports and the letters to the shareholders, followed by the 

predecessor. Table 5.12 shows the extent to which different types of actors appear in the 
texts. When it comes to the third most frequent actor to mention, differences among the 
texts appear. While the directors' reports mention the board, the letters to the 
shareholders mention the organization. The directors' reports make only a few further 
references to other actors than the three most frequent. In contrast, the letters to the 

shareholders, include a broader array of actors among the lower ranks and mention 

employees, shareholders, board, and the management (all mentioned between 5 and 15 

times). 

Table 5.12. Actor category and frequency and share in type of text in the annual reports of 
Swedish publicly traded corporations, 1987-1996 

Type of text 
Actor category 

Successor 

Directors' report 

Frequency Rank S 

68 1 

hare 

94% 

Letter to the shareholders 

Frequency Rank Share 

53 1 OO OO 

Predecessor 56 2 78% 30 2 50% 

Board 30 3 42% 8 6 13 % 

Management 
Shareholders 

5 

2 

4 

5 

7 % 

3% 

7 

10 

7 

5 

12 % 

17 % 

Organization 

Employees 

Media 

2 

0 

0 

5 

6 

6 

3 % 

0% 

0% 

20 

14 

0 

3 

4 

8 

33 % 

23 % 

0% 

The character of the actors is sometimes elaborated with the use of attributes. The 

successor is given attributes in 30 instances, most of which point to his novelty or are of 
a biographic character. Sometimes the successor is portrayed in great detail both as to 

his biography, personality, and management style. In an example from a construction 

company, the predecessor characterizes his successor as a "real builder" and an 

"accomplished executive."56 

56 SIAB, 1994. 
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Less attention is paid to the predecessor, who is given attributes in only sixteen 
cases. Most common is the mention of his biography in the company. At a shipping 

company, it is emphasized that the departing CEO has had "more than 40 years in the 

company."57 In a few cases, the deeds of the predecessor are mentioned in terms of 
positive characteristics. 

The organization is given attributes in 17 cases, where the attributes speak of the 

organization in the most positive sense. The company can be described as "among the 
best in the world in its areas,"58 or as being a "perpetual company of the future."59 Even 

though the board of directors is a frequently mentioned actor, it is not described through 
the use of any attributes. 

In this section, I have described the how the CEO change is described. I found that 
the terms tended either to emphasize changes as actions or flows. I also considered the 

timing of the departure, the emotions expressed and finally what actors are mentioned 
and in what ways they are described. 

5.3.3. Consequences 

Having dealt with the change and its antecedents, there remains the question of how the 
CEO changes influence the successors, predecessors, organizations, and external 
contingencies. In almost 40% of the reports there are no such reported consequences. 
Table 5.13 presents the findings. 

Table 5.13. The mention of consequences and type of text in the annual reports of Swedish 
publicly traded corporations, 1987-1996 

Type of outcome Type of text Frequency Share 

Consequences Letter to the shareholders 38 63 % 

Directors' report 42 58 % 

No consequences Letter to the shareholders 22 37 % 

Directors' report 30 43 % 

The outcomes of the change are described in the reports as conditions that follow 

chronologically upon the CEO change, rather than as outcomes actually caused by the 

change (only seven such consequences were found). The consequence for the 

predecessor (40 mentions) are most often mentioned, followed by the consequence for 
the successor (32 mentions), and the organizational consequences (25 mentions). In 

57 Nordström & Thulin, 1995. 
58 

Spectra Physics, 1989. 
59 

Alfa-Laval, 1988. 
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only five instances are the external contingencies mentioned as affected by the 
succession. Further, the texts are not characterized by any plurality when it comes to the 
number of consequences that are mentioned.60 

Do the texts mention certain kinds of outcomes to a greater extent? A large share of 
the mentions of the personal consequences for the successor are found in the letters to 

the shareholders (57 % as compared to 43%), while the directors' reports hold a much 

larger share of the consequences for the predecessors (69 % as compared to 27%). The 

preferences thus seem to be future-oriented in the letters to the shareholders, while the 
directors' reports are more concerned with resolving the separation outcomes of the past 
CEO. 

Beyond the consequences for individuals, the directors' reports are restrictive when 

describing other outcomes. Thus, most mentions of organizational consequences and all 
of the few external outcomes are to be found in the letters to the shareholders. Table 

5.14 reports the distribution of the different types of consequences among the different 
types of texts. 

Table 5.14. The distribution of types of consequences among different types of texts in the 
annual reports ofSwedish publicly traded corporations, 1987-1996 

Type ot text Successor Predecessor Organizational External 
Freq. Share Freq. Share Freq. Share Freq. Share 

Directors' report 13 43 % 24 69% 6 29 % 0 0% 

Letter to the shareholders 17 57 % 11 31 % 12 71 % 5 100% 

Total 27 35 21 5 

The successor describes himself in active terms that deal with commencing activities 
and learning. He may, for example, have "immediately started to develop the new 

strategy"61 after the change, or note that he has "had the opportunity to gather many 

interesting experiences."62 When the predecessor writes about the outcomes for the 
successor, it is in terms of hopes and aspirations for the future. The predecessor may 

wish the successor good luck6' or note that the particular predecessor may ensure 

continuity.64 In the directors' reports, the most common piece of information is that the 
successor has been elected director. 

The predecessor when writing about himself sees the outcome of the CEO change in 
terms of future being produced—a future filled with "new challenges,"65 more a new 

6(1 In 63 % of letters to shareholders and 90 % of directors' reports only one type of outcome is mentioned. 
61 

Custos, 1996. 
62 A vesta-Sheffield, 1996/97.
63 E. g. Alfa-Laval, 1988. 
mNCB, 1991. 
65 

Alfa-Laval, 1988. 

http:continuity.64
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time for "international assignments,"66 or continued association with the corporation as 

chairman or director.67 Neither the successor's writing nor the directors' reports mention 
outcomes for the predecessor other than mentioning their future positions. An exception 
is one directors' report that mentions that the "severance terms according to the 

employment contract implies unchanged pay and unchanged benefits for 24 months."68 
The outcomes for the organization are described by the successor in terms of both 

continuity and change. One successor writes that during his first year it has "felt only 

right and natural to continue the lines of development that my successor opened up and 
that have proven so successful,"6" while another CEO mentions that "the strategies of 
the group were reconsidered and changed"70 after he came into office. The predecessor 
tends to be assuring about the future that lies ahead for the organization, although this 
future may contain substantial changes: "Now everyone has to seize the opportunities 
that will appear in the new group and to bring along the best from the traditions of the 
old Stadshypotek."71 The directors' reports speak about changes in senior management 
and boards. Two of the reports also mention foundations that have been created to honor 
a departing executive.77 

The small category of external contingencies only contains five references that 
comment on economic restrictions on the company: for example, that "competition has 
increased"73 or that the times are "economically harsh."74 

5.3.4. Summing up 

There seems to be a choice as to whether the CEO change is to be seen as a marker of 
time, creating epochs in the chronology of the corporation, or whether the changes are 

merely replacements in an ongoing, indivisible flow of position holders. While viewing 

changes as flows would seem to emphasize the continuities, the emphasis on departures 
as markers of time would put the focus on the discontinuities. 

5.4. Pictorial representation 

This section addresses how pictures are used in the description of CEO changes. The 

analysis of patterns of presentation revealed that 30 CEO changes had been illustrated 

66 
Nordström & Thulin, 1995. 

67 OM, 1995. 
68 

Catena, 1993. 
69 Marbou, 1988. 
70 

Esselte, 1991. 
71 

Stadshypotek, 1996. 
72 

Geveko, 1991, PK-Banken, 1987. 
73 

Aga, 1992. 
74 

Ratos, 1991. 
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with photographs, almost 40% of the succession presentations in the year before 
succession being so illustrated.75 Pictures are striking descriptions of CEO change and 
stand out from the text. However, images of officials are not out of the ordinary, and 
even in typical annual report from a large publicly traded Swedish corporation a a 

picture of the CEO may adorn the letter to the shareholders. Also the top management 
team and the board of directors are quite often depicted visually, usually in a section at 
the end of the annual report. 

I have distinguished, therefore, between three main types of pictorial presentation of 
CEO change. Firstly, there are the pictures that are strong and clear in their portrayal of 
CEO change. Secondly, there are more complicated images where the successor and 

predecessor are found side by side, but where it is not certain whether the image deals 
with succession or just a presentation of senior management. In a third type, there may 

be only a single person in the picture. Often such single pictures of successor and 

predecessor are placed side by side. Captions or headings sometimes associate the 

pictures with CEO change. 
Two sections of the annual report stand out as the location for the pictures. The 

primary location is the letter to the shareholders in 15 cases, while the presentation of 
senior management accounts for 10 cases. Other sections of were used on 6 occasions, 
but there were no more than two instances in any one section. 

Twelve pictures are classified as "Strong expression." These describe CEO change 

essentially without any help from text in the form of captions or headings. Among them 
there are studio portraits as well as pictures taken in the manner of snapshots. While the 

snapshots tend to emphasize action, the studio portraits are images of stability and 

continuity, displaying the successor and predecessor in a pose together. 
The portrayed actions are either quoted conversations or handshakes. Different forms 

of conversation are the most common and are quoted in four pictures.76 Two of the 

depictions of conversations illustrate texts that belong to the "Other" category and are 

staged as remarks between predecessor, successor, and a third party. The remaining 
action picture (Figure 5.1) is that of a handshake between a predecessor and successor.77 

75 
A list of these pictures can be found in an appendix.

76 
Avesta-Sheffield, 1996; Bahco, 1989; Marabou, 1987; Marieberg, 1988. 

77 Atlas Copco, 1990. 
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Figure 5.1. Departing CEO Tom Wachtmeister and his successor Michael Treschow 
in the annual report ofAtlas Copco, 1991 

The pictures that are void of any action (and consequently of any greater amount of 
interaction) other than the pose of standing next to each other (which in a subtle sense 

indeed is a form of interaction) are more common; the reports contained seven of this 

type.7* Four of these (such as Figure 5.2), are taken in what appears to be office 
environments79 while three have been posed in entirely neutral surroundings resembling 
a studio or against a backdrop.*0 

78 There are variations in facial expression and smiles, and smirks can be observed. 
79 Jacobson & Widmark, 1996; Procordia, 1991; Spectra Physics, 1989; Ångpanneföreningen, 1988. 
80 

Bergman & Beving, 1989/90; Esselte, 1988; Euroc 1989. 
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Figure 5.2. Departing CEO Sören Gyll and his successor Jan Ekberg in the annual 
report ofProcordia, 1991 

In both types, the use of a photograph emphasizes the very character of the change as 

something planned and orderly. The uniformity in dress and pose support perceptions of 
harmony. Another trait in the pictures is a show of harmony, cooperation, or even like-
mindedness that derives from the sometimes striking similarity in appearance between 
successor and predecessor. 

The second category I have called "Side by side." These are usually pictures of the 

company's top management team. The pictures show the successor and the predecessor 
side by side, but other members of the management team also appear. A text has to 

supply the explanation that the persons are related to a CEO change. In this type of 
picture—the least common category—the successor usually is an insider and part of the 

management team. 
An example of such a picture is the top management team of Eken (Figure 5.3). In 

the annual report the picture is accompanied by a text explaining that a number of 
transitions between positions are to take place as a result of the CEO change. The 
current CEO, Gillis Cullin (on the left in the picture), will be promoted to chairman of 
the board, and will be succeeded by his deputy Anders Blix (on the right). In the middle 
is the chief financial officer, Kerstin Rosén-Pramhäll, who will become the new deputy 
to the CEO. 
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Figure 5.3. Top management team ofEken in the annual report, 1989 

Such an image conveys that succession in one position has effects on other positions. In 
this way it describes almost an order of succession. Insider succession would be a 

precondition for such a picture. 
In addition to "Strong expression" and "Side by side" types are several depictions of 

the succession situation created by grouping pictures of successor and predecessor in a 

composition that implies a relation between the two. These I have called "Singles". I 
identified 13 references of this type. The use of such pictures makes a CEO change 

highly recognizable. However, these pictures hold less of meaning and expression than 
the former. There is variation in that some of the pictures in the pairs are taken with 
identical poses in identical settings, while others differ in both size and composition. 

The pictures of succession are not evenly distributed over time in the material. My 

analysis shows a much greater number of departures presented during the first half of 
the period than in the latter (25 departures 1987-1991 and only 5 departures 1992— 
1996). Table 5.15 shows the figures for each year. 
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Table 5.15. The yearly number ofpictorial presentations of CEO changes in the annual reports 

of Swedish publicly traded corporations, 1987-1996 

Year Number of departures 

1987 4 

1988 5 

1989 5 

1990 4 

1991 7 

1992 0 

1993 1 

1994 2 

1995 0 

1996 2 

The reasons for the change can only be speculated on. The dramatic drop in illustrations 
in the reports for 1992 roughly matches the onset of recession in Swedish economy. 

5.5. Conclusions 

Few corporations choose to be entirely silent about CEO changes. Business 

corporations present CEO changes in their annual reports. The corporation has great 
latitude in determining how to present the change of CEO in annual reports. Choices 

range from short announcement to highly explicit accounts in both text and pictures. 
Troubles in a CEO change may sometimes be suggested, although uncommon. Usually 

changes are described in positive terms and a change is described as a happening of 
almost epic importance. 

The patterns that I observed show that the business corporation prefers to reports on 

changes in advance. Not only are there more references made to a change before rather 
than after, but the reports that are made in advance are often illustrated. It is more 

popular to make references to departures in the voluntary sections than in the 

mandatory. 
CEO changes may be explained as either actions or parts of the flow of officials. 

Two orientations to time are suggested by the texts in the annual reports deal with 

history and the future. Reflections on the past as well as history seem to be triggered by 
CEO changes. There is a choice between representing the flow of time as continuous or 
to render it as a staccato-like assemblage of discrete episodes. 

The presentations in the director's reports are uniform. Compared with the letters to 

the shareholders they speak of a smaller group of actors, they are unemotional, they use 

a limited set of terms to described departures. They do not at all concern themselves 
with the external contingencies of CEO changes, be it in the forms of antecedents or 
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consequences. This is a language perhaps befitting the impersonal voice of the 
institution. In contrast the letters to the shareholders appear as much more sprawling (or 
perhaps richer) in their appearance. They contain a greater range of antecedents and 

consequences. Further they contain more emotional references. 
The pictures that illustrate the CEO changes are striking and very compelling 

illustrations of many of the key issues of succession. It is not unreasonable to assume 

that the images that are conveyed by the pictures are such that are considered desirable 

by the corporation. Such images may be stability, continuity, harmony, and dignity. The 
illustration of persons suggest to ties to the corporeal metaphor of the corporation. The 
CEOs carry the corporate person. The pictures suggest the image of a composed body. 
The image of stability illustrated by the pictures points to the need to keep such a body 
in composure through avoiding breaks. The succession situation contains a paradox of 
continuity and change lodged into one moment. The clash between stability and change 
is continual and involved as a kind of opposing forces in organizational matters. There 
is a fundamental problem of representing too much change in person because this will 
cause worry about the corporate stability. For example, the larger the amount of 
personal representation of succession is, the larger the degree of representation of 
continuity will be. 

I observe few changes during the period. Firstly the popularity of illustrating a 

departures with pictures declines. Secondly the introduction of regulation influences 
how the departure is reported on. 

Annual reports are public accounts. When continuing I shall, in the next three 

chapters, take another view of the CEO changes. I will direct attention to the workings 
of the departure process in the corporation as described by CEOs and chairmen who 
have experienced such processes. 



CHAPTER 6 

Antecedents and sensing 

Hur börjar en händelse? Hur förlöper den? Var slutar den? Betyder den lidande eller löje? 
Och har den någon annan betydelse, en betydelse som ligger utanför lidande och löje?' 

Hjalmar Bergman 

Chefen Fru Ingeborg, p. 1 

6.1. Introduction 

In this chapter, I begin to describe how CEOs and chairmen of large Swedish 

corporations explain and account for the CEO-departure process, based on interviews I 
had with them. The loud voices of the press and the formality of the annual reports that 
were the subjects of the two earlier chapters give way to another type of discourse, 
which in many ways is more subtle, and more diverse in views and assumptions. The 
external presentation of the departure, however, does loom as an important constraint on 

action in the departure process. 
The theme will be the development of the departure over time, and will carry through 

this and the following two chapters. I describe the development in terms of four phases. 
Although there are some antecedents, the first phase, fundmentally, is that of sensing 

departure, followed by the phase of taking action, and then of departing, and finally, of 
recommencing with other activities. 

Some background to the departure process can be found in the assumptions that the 
interviewed individuals held, and gave voice to, concerning the CEO role, along with 
consideration of how the situation in the company begins (before the departure process), 
which 1 briefly describe. This prologue of events and activities, leading to the 

beginnings of the departure process, starts with a subtle sensing of the process, and 

proceeds all the way to the reports of the departed CEO's attempts at accommodating 
the sometimes-stigmatizing role of the ex CEO. This chapter describes the sensing of 
departure; and this description, together with those of following two chapters, represents 

my attempt to outline the actions and events involved in problematic departures. 

My translation: "How does an event begin? How does it proceed? Where does it end? Does it imply 
suffering or scorn? And does it hold another meaning, a meaning that is beyond suffering and scorn?" 

1 
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6.2. The CEO position and role 

In the accounts of their departures, the interviewees define and describe the CEO 

position and the CEO role. They do it partly in descriptions of specific CEO positions, 
within specific contexts, and partly in statements about the CEO, as a role and as a 

position, in general. These perceptions (of the CEO role) function as models or 
normative examples, or as standards against which the performance of individuals can 

be compared (a form of operation that seems to be recurrent in the departure processes), 
or as means of explaining departures. 1 have classified the descriptions of the CEO role 
as being characterized by three general themes: the centrality of the CEO role; the CEO 

position's demanding character; and finally, several assumptions concerning the 

importance of person/role fit. 

6.2.1. Centrality 

The CEO comes out as a central figure in the accounts, which is hardly surprising. To 
assume that the CEO is important for the company seems to underpin concern for top 

management positions. CEO centrality is of two kinds, however. Firstly, the CEO is 
seen as central to the firm. Secondly, the CEO position is described as being of great 
importance to individuals, in that, for example, the position may be a goal to strive 
towards, or a component of the self-image of the incumbent CEO. 

Statements concerning company performance most directly express the importance 
of the CEO to the firm. This importance, succinctly put by one of the interviewees, 
reads like a credo for a director or top manager holding faith in the CEO: "if the CEO is 
no good, the company will, in the end, not perform well." When describing critical 
matters in the firm, an interviewed chairman elaborates on the centrality of the CEO, 
giving a foundation for CEO importance: 

When you speak of a company, you should make clear that it is a living organism; 
and when it comes to whether the company will prosper, that depends on which 
members you have, what spirit you create, and what image you give of the 

company, externally and internally. 

Then the interviewed chairman, continuing, ties these critical contingencies to the 

change in CEO: 

That is why shifts in CEO is so damned important—incredibly important. The 
older I get, and therefore the more experience I collect, I become more and more 

convinced that you have to think about the demands that you put on the CEO, what 
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type of company you have, what phase it is in, and what types of questions and 
issues the CEO will have to face. 

In order to fit such a list of demands, the right CEO will have to be devised in a very 

particular manner. 
Within his particular company, a chairman sets the position of CEO apart from other 

positions in yet a another manner, by pointing out that "being the CEO of [the 

company] is very much something that you are entrusted"2. Thus, in addition, the 

special bond created by the CEO being entrusted something sets apart not just the 
functional importance of the CEO position, but also the position itself (in contrast to 

being hired, to applying, or to other acts and activities of "ordinary" bureaucratic 

climbing). 
In addition to functional importance, the CEO can be described more in terms of 

symbolic importance. A former CEO developed, in his interview, the kinds of roles he 
had assumed: "I was the figurehead /.../ a kind of preacher /.../ the heavy load was 

carried by a couple of other guys." The importance of CEOs to the corporation is also 
described as moderated by the situation of the company. Concerning a period of his 
career in a company, a CEO recounts, "It was an incredibly well managed company 

under the reign of [my predecessor] /.../ 1 can't say I achieved anything grand there; it 
awas more question of administration." Although actual influence thus seems 

denigrated, there is, however, an emphasis on the potential of the CEO to influence the 

structuring of organization. 
In contrast to the CEO position being central to the firm, that position is also 

described as being, to a large extent, central to individuals holding such a position. This 
is easily imagined: think about the position as a career goal, the generous remuneration, 
or the great attention generally paid to CEOs of large firms. Among the informants for 
this study, one former CEO, of a company that was in great financial trouble describes 
the company as his "life's achievement". The prospect of leaving the company that was 

of such importance to him produced great stress and pain. Another of the CEOs 

interviewed, who has held several such positions, characterized each period of his life 

according to the position he then held, indicating how meaningful and all-absorbing the 
CEO position can be—enough to subdivide life into CEO positions. 

The view of the CEO position as consuming and engrossing is underscored when one 

of the CEOs, using more metaphorical (and perhaps lyrical) terms, describes the 

position by comparing the lifestyle of the CEO incumbent to the lifestyle of a farmer: 

In Swedish, the term "företroendeuppdrag" is used. Perhaps the term fiduciary should be used, but it 
may also be translated to "commission of trust." In Swedish, the term holds a particular flavor—a blended 
form having associations with "statesmanship," and with the unselfish committee work of position 
holders within voluntary associations and political parties. 

2 
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I usually say that a farmer has a lifestyle I...I If you're /.../a manager, then that's a 

lifestyle as well, because you decide to run [a company]. Those who are going to 
have the toughest time are the people who are like me, with strong drives, who 
seek strong acknowledgement, who want to participate in, change, and manage 

companies and their qualities. If you are entirely consumed by the task, it will be a 

way of life /.../ What you live with are those that are in the closest positions to 

your own, and then also all of those that are part of this establishment—and they 
are pretty much identical to you. 

In such a rendition, the position brings with it an all-encompassing social structure, 
which defines the CEO. Being CEO might well be conceived of as being more 

encompassing for the individual than just playing a role. 
The CEO position is held to be desirable. Such desirability, and the associated 

attraction, is mentioned in accounts that describe arriving at the CEO position as an 

important goal, for either themselves or others. One CEO even places such desirability 
as an important part of the firm's incentive-structure for employees: 

I believe that all who join a big corporation should have the goal of becoming the 

highest ranking manager. How else is one to get some action in different 
departments, if there isn't a desire, among all, to become the chief. 

Ironically, during the interview, when moving from general reflection to a description of 
his own path to CEO position, he emphasizes factors external to him (such as fate or the 

judgment of superiors) as being critical to reaching the position: 

I applied for a traineeship, and since then I have never applied for a job [at the 

company] /.../ It was the same story every time I was made manager; yes, of all the 

jobs there. So I've never applied, [I've] but have always been surprised when I was 

offered one. 

Later in the interview, he develops his views on inducements for the CEO position, with 
the desirability of the position being contingent on the remuneration of the CEO: 

You do not want it if you are not paid for it. Everybody realizes that I did it 
because of the money. I mean, I thought that this is great, like, becoming rich". 

In addition to monetary rewards, some CEOs consider the work to be intrinsically 

motivating. One CEO describes the tasks of the position as challenging and motivating. 
He gives examples, such as to "building a brand, getting into new markets, creating a 

modern organization, cultural and mental exchange"; and to do such things, he believes, 
"I can't operate from a seat on the board, or as a consultant; I have to be in it." As a 

motivational object, another CEO describes the desirability of the position as something 

acquired, rather than as something intrinsic to the position: 
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Often it is rather nice to be the CEO of a publicly traded company; often it is 
darned unpleasant as well. But for a number of years, I had been [CEO], and I /.../, 
right or wrong, at home in that role. 

Although the position is attractive and intrinsically motivating, and thus a desirable 

goal, the status of the CEO position seems to be more complicated. There are those who 
want to de-emphasize the importance of the position as career goal; yet their 
declarations can contain much ambivalence: 

1 have never thought in career terms. 1 have believed that I can do just as good a 

job as some other fellow; and I've never worried about the outcome. If you want to 

speak about a wish or a dream, then it was to become CEO of a larger public 

company, and 1 have become that. 

This indicates a kind of hesitancy to the idea of making a career, and yet keeping the 

position as a goal. Describing career status as something almost questionable does 
recur. Here, another CEO describes his thoughts on making a career: 

I've never thought about a career; I mean, 1 have never considered it that way /.../ 
when I have a new job, I work with that, and do my job, and try to do it as well as I 
can /.../ not thinking about what the next step might be; that has never happened. 
/..../ I think [that I have] better qualifications than many, or perhaps I have just 
performed better than many others. I am very dedicated to my task at hand /.../ I 
really don't care about what comes next; I want to do that job well. 1 am also 
attracted by somewhat complicated matters, complex problems that demand a lot of 
energy and dedication. 1 have never thought about a career; it just happened to turn 

out that way. 

This dedication is portrayed as being so strong that it results in an almost paradoxical 
situation. For example, here the CEO describes, as a liability, his rapid advancement to 

new positions, resulting from his successful accomplishments. 

For a while I felt that I was not able to finish things: that I had to get off too early. 
If I have changed the organization of a [company], then when it started settling /.../ 
I had to get off. So it was a bit frustrating not being able to carry through things 
until their finish. I brought them about, but [I would have liked to] run them too. 
When I was made CEO of [the company], 1 had the chance. 

Putting the emphasis on a motivation to work rather than a motivation to advance is 

present also in the account of another CEO: 

I have never made any plans for my career /.../ For different reasons, [I] ended up 

in [this business] and was content, didn't have any plans for a career, but was so to 

speak asked to /.../ make a career. I am an ambitious person, ambitious and hard 

working, but I have never devoted myself to career planning. I simply do not have 
the background for it, neither in terms of parents or social position. [I have] simply 
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arrived, based on pure competence. I've been lucky; I've probably been lucky 
several times, by being where I should be. Yet, once I was unlucky to be where I 
should have not have been [this in reference to his sudden departure from the 

position]. 

He acknowledges attaining the CEO position as an instance of luck, and loosing it as 

being unlucky. When making a career is downplayed, in the sense of a strategically 

planned activity, then forces such as fate, and the actions of others, are emphasized as 

having a greater role. 
Another CEO, reflecting on his recruitment as well as his departure, elaborates on the 

question of motivation for attaining the CEO position, and notes the following: 

I hadn't really yearned for it. With that attitude there never were any problems 
[departing]. This thing that people believe, that you are stepping down. I was 

conscious as hell of advantages as well as the disadvantages of being a CEO. 

Emphasizing the undesirable aspects of the CEO role seems useful, as a post hoc 

attempt to explain an undesirable departure as something other than "a failure." 

6.2.2. Demanding 

The centrality of the position is not without consequences. The holder of an important 
CEO position appears to be experiencing many demands. Such a description seems to 

be in line with studies of managerial work and behavior (a tradition starting with 
Carlson, 1951). The demand on time seems persistent, but also the pressing character of 
urgent tasks, at hand. In general descriptions of the CEO job, interviewees allude to a 

shortage of time and to an abundance of tasks by saying things such as "just hard work" 
or "I had so damn much to do." To work hard is even put forward as a central value. 
One interviewee said, "[You] can't just have nice bosses that go home at quarter to five 
to do their shopping. There have to be those who work." That is, company performance 

requires long hours, and the forsaking of other interests. 
CEOs are attractive candidates for seats on corporate boards3. The requirements on 

the CEO's time, and on attention, are described by one interviewee as being detrimental 
to the CEO's success in the "home" firm: 

People who absolutely do not have time are recruited; it has to be those who are at 
the pinnacle of their careers. But they are busy running their own show. With one 

exception, I consistently said no to being director when I was CEO of [the 

company]. 

3 

Compare with the above expressed vision of former CEOs as disseminators of knowledge. 
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The supposed desirability of the CEO-role is challenged by one of those interviewed, in 

referring to demands on time: 

This is an incredibly strenuous job; people don't realize that. They think that the 
essence is like flying around in a private jet. But that's not what it is about. It's a 

hell of a toil /.../ flying around the world, back and forth. There are so many hours 

spent in airplanes, so to speak, in this job. 

Another group of demands stem from the CEO's social relations with different actors in 
the game. All such demands on the CEO are consequences of the centrality of the role. 
One type of demand deals with being included in formal social settings, as for example, 
participating in important social gatherings. One CEO characterizes this kind of 
inclusion in negative terms: "I hated the royal dinners and the social occasions /.../ I 
mean the social duties that you have as a CEO of a large corporation." The centrality of 
the position leading to, perhaps, reluctant inclusion, is also mentioned, as isolation and 
exclusion. One CEO discusses such seclusion as contingent on the firm's performance: 
"You become very lonely and you become very isolated /.../ When everything was 

going up, [then] everybody was on board, but when it got heavy, you were very much 
alone". But the CEO may also perceive the isolation as resulting from being excluded 
from informal relations: 

Generally you are left sort of excluded. When you're out traveling, you always 
have an agenda that is crammed as hell, you have to make speeches and hold toasts 
at dinner parties. The others, they just slip out and have a beer and enjoy 
themselves. 

Thus, formal relations seem to receive priority, while informal relations are in jeopardy. 
Inclusion in formal settings thus crowds out the informal. That demands on the position 
results in exclusion is also reflected in another CEO's description of the position, in a 

large and geographically dispersed firm. He says, "What was difficult at [the company] 
was communicating with [many] thousands of people, located in fifty different places." 

In contrast to isolation from social relations as a form of exclusion, there are those 

that hold autonomy from excessive demands as a positive ideal for the CEO. One of 
those interviewed, referring to this, describes the position in imperative terms: "As 
CEO, you are so exposed; so you need some space to match the performance with 

accountability." 

6.2.3. Fit 

CEO accounts comment on how individuals match normative and functional 

requirements of the CEO role and position. In the accounts, there are two concepts of 
"fit": an idea of fit based on general, stereotypical conceptions, and another, based on 
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specific positional demands, matched with the acknowledgement of individual 
differentiation. The accounts attribute particular importance to the backgrounds of 
individuals in different business sectors. 

The first idea of fit concerns how well the CEO corresponds to culturally dispersed, 
stereotypical images of desirable and undesirable CEOs. One interviewee attributes 

importance to such a match, insofar as the mass media will chase or embrace a CEO. He 
illustrates by bringing up the less than successful public image of another CEO, and the 

way symbolic markers, such as consumption habits and choice of recreation, influenced 
that CEO's fit. 

If you say "fine wine and opera," then there are those that already have him 
classified. If [you say] "vodka and smoked sausages" then you will have another 
classification, right. I mean, if he had said that "I like vodka and smoked sausages," 
then people wouldn't have chased him that way. 

This comment implies that the CEO who wants to avoid being chased has thus to be a 

skilled social analyst, to understand, and to adapt the signals that his habits and 

preferences emit. Failure to do so can lead to a kind of public critique that can endanger 
the CEO's position. 

Fitting within public stereotypes may perhaps produce personal anguish and anxiety; 
but of greater concern for companies, based on their governing functions, seems to be 
the idea of fitting the individual CEO to the particular company's specific demands and 
situation. The assumption that CEOs differ in their capabilities underpins this concern, 
which becomes apparent in an example given by an interviewee: 

Very often managers are such that they are very good at one type of thing /..../ 
Take the example of Gyllenhammar; he was a master in joining things, but when 
getting everything structured was crucial, he was not as successful. 

Acknowledging individual variation leads to recognition of both the strengths and 
weaknesses. The recognition of an individual's weaknesses is particularly delicate 
"because people and managers are humans, of course, with all their strengths and 
weaknesses, and [therefore] they do not always resonate," as one interviewee 
summarized, almost proverbially. Individual variation may thus also underpin later 
explanations of departures, but individual weaknesses are not described as necessarily 

leading to a departure. Indeed, if it were not "possible to remedy individual weaknesses, 
then the board would be in quite a rut in their attempts to recruit." Interviewees 
described how the weaknesses of the individual might be organizationally remedied. 
For example, the individual CEO may perform satisfactorily if complemented by other 
executives. Here an interviewee describes this: 

Some CEOs have some strengths. You should not imagine that you can get 
someone who is cast in your mould, or shaped according to a particular template 
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/.../ you have to supplement him in a suitable way—have an excellent financial 
officer, or something like that. 

There are therefore certain individual capabilities that might make one candidate more 

suitable than another when it comes to being recruited. Here a CEO mentions why he 
thinks he was recruited: 

I had worked with structuring [earlier]; he had seen how we had handled this kind 
of change [at my former company], 1 believe that is what drove him. /.../I did not 
have [my] background in that [line of business]. 

Personal background in a business, trade, or industry is a personal characteristic of 
importance. Interviewees bring up the problem of whether it is possible for a CEO to 

move between different business sectors and still accomplish a satisfactory job. One of 
them expresses great respect for a CEO that successfully made the transition from what 
was described as a dull and basic industry into a high tech and knowledge-dominated 
sector. Another tells of his reaction to an offer for a new job as being that of great 
reluctance, since he perceived that his present job was in an industry that was very 

different. He even states that he laughed at the offer, but the company making the offer 
rebuked him, making him wonder: 

Why ever did they want me—I, who had no experience at all of [the issues of that 
particular industry]. My interpretation was that they probably wanted a leader who 
was both visionary and ready to /.../ be a driving force for change /.../ and 
knowing that of myself, that was a pretty good description. 

Yet bringing candidates over from other industries is not easy. One CEO describes how 
he hesitated when given the chance to change industries: 

I was quite hesitant, since this [line of business] was a very different type of 
enterprise in my opinion. After awhile, I was persuaded that it could be interesting 
/.../ Although 1 had correctly suspected that the line of business was different, it 
didn't take me very many moths to discover that it was bloody different, it was just 
something else. 

This particular CEO describes the reason for this transition as part of a general 
movement in the business to adopt the opinion that "the [business] would do well by 

getting some people from the outside, who could come and bring in more commercial 
considerations". 

Arguments therefore are made that it is possible to discount lack of experience and 

background in an industry, by pointing out that other capabilities and traits can be more 

important for someone to fit the CEO role. A chairman recounts which traits and skills a 

committee considered important when recruiting a new CEO: 
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A couple of us proffered that we did not want someone with union experience, who 
has been working with matters in, for example, the confederation of Swedish 
employers and other such organizations; we wanted a more commercial type. He 
needed to show evidence of being able to manage a company in difficult 
circumstances. We suspected that capacity could be needed, taking competition 
into account /.../ He needed to be of suitable age and such things, and further, to 
lead a sound and regular kind of life. 

Finally, one of those interviewed had little hesitation when it came to the way that the 

competence of the CEO may be communicated. He believes that the CEOs knowledge 
should be widely disseminated, and therefore he looks for "a way of thinking, where 

you are CEO for a couple of years, or five or ten years" which should lead to the 

possibility that "then you sometimes step in and help out; use your experience in ten 

places rather than in one." 
Companies were described, for example, as evolving through stages, with a gradual 

misfit seen as emerging between the incumbent and the organization. A chairman 

brought this up when characterizing a departed CEO: 

Being aggressive and, you know, constructive—devising all kinds of plans et 
cetera—at that, he's great. But, cleaning up after things have turned into a mess— 

that is not his greatest strength. 

Consideration of how well the CEO matches positional demands is important. The 
fundamental assumptions for such a match or fit seem to be negotiable, as well as 

adaptable. 

6.3. Sensing departure 

Although assumptions about a CEO's role can be seen as forming a backdrop for the 

departure process, establishing the actual beginning of the process, to point in time, is 
difficult. I shall argue that the early history of the kind of departure process that I am 

interested in involves sensing the approach of a possible departure. Yet, because this 
kind of sensing is recurrent in accounts of such processes, I see the unexpected 

departure as, paradoxically, being a permanently possible alternative. Interviewees, 
however, describe conditions antecedent to the perception of the departure process, 
which start to unfold. I will begin by considering these antecedent conditions, and then 
will discuss the phase of sensing, followed by some observations on the permanence of 
possibility. 
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6.3.1. Antecedents 

Some antecedent conditions are described as important for initiating departures, while 
others, as only becoming important as the departure process unfolds. The character of 
the organization from which the CEO will eventually depart is given importance. This 
character is described in terms of structures, which are seen as being in place before a 

CEO enters the organization: for example, how the internal politics of the organization 
work is one thing seems to be influential. One interviewee describes the organization 
that he entered as follows: 

It soon appeared that [the company] was, simply stated, impossible to control; it 
was not at all possible to be a manager of that [company]. They had split into 
business areas, and this had permeated the organization. /.../ The CEO was quite 

powerless, which I had not realized when I came there; and absolutely, I did not 
accept it either. Hence there was much conflict from the beginning, and on. 

Another of those interviewed, when he came to a given company, detected the hostility 
of the company's top management. 

Another group of actors, described as influencing the character of the organization 
that the CEO confronts, are the shareholders, who are described as either active or 

inactive in the management of the firm. One CEO gave an example of how a group of 
his shareholders acted: 

During all those years of poor performance, during which we experienced wildcat 
strikes, the [group of shareholders] was very careful to stay away, that is, to not 
become involved in taking responsibility—I don't know quite how to describe it. 
The responsibility was of course that of the board, mine, and [the chairman's], and 
not that of [the group of shareholders]. Then, when the tide turned, we started 

making a lot of money, /.../ and they seemed to gain an appetite, and started to 
have some opinions. 

The role of the different participants will be explained in the next chapter. Not only 

participants, but also traditions, are described as shaping the departure process. In one of 
the studied cases, for departure from a firm, the setting was in the financial sector, 
which had a long tradition of internal recruitment, where the CEO position was largely 
described in terms of being a position handed over in a spirit of trust. 

To be granted the CEO position of a large corporation involves taking over a system 

that is running. It is hardly surprising therefore that earlier actions and their 
consequences were described as being parts of the "entering the departure process." 
Large deals (typically mergers) made long ago became big problems, for example, due 
to changing circumstances. In addition, decisions were changed, in the face of adapting 
to changes in performance. A CEO that came to a company just as it was beginning to 

experience negative-performance consequences of earlier decisions noted that "this 
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made my task very different from what I thought, when /.../ the budget was drawn up 

with [several hundred] millions in profit." 
The CEO not only inherits the burdens of the company's organizational history, but 

also carries the weight of his own earlier actions. In addition, some actions of the CEO 

may linger, and await discovery, attention, or perhaps reframing. For example, some 

interviewees mentioned having encountered ambiguous borders between private and 

corporate property,4 as well as unexpectedly poor results, and investments in acquired 
units turning out to be sub-standard. These challenging problems may not be of interest, 
however, if they are not recognized and associated with the CEO and the issue of CEO 

tenure, which brings us to the initiation of the departure process. 

6.3.2. Initiation of the departure process 

With the noticing of problems, and the gradual association and attribution of those 

problems to the actions or appointment of the CEO, the kind of departure process that I 
am interested in starts unfolding. This, the first move towards departure, appears to be 

subtle, personal, and emotional in character. I use the concept of sensing5 to describe the 

recognition of something being wrong6, an impression that is associated with a 

realization of a departure of the CEO starting perhaps to enfold. Initiation of such 

sensing has been found, in the interview material, to be of four kinds: contact with new 

information, recognition of problems in the person/position fit, appearance of new 

owners, and apprehension of conflict about the basic issues of the firm. 
The sensing of departure can proceed from contact with several types of information. 

One type, described as initiating a departure process, is that of discrediting personal 
information. Some of the chairmen point to the sensing of departure as having been set 
in motion by receiving such information about the CEO7. One says, "there were those 
that got in touch with me and said that this may go, or is even on its way, to hell /.../ the 

signals were perfectly clear." Another chairman points to the attention heightening 
function of such discrediting information: 

There had been plans to buy an entire company in [one country], a very reasonable 
course of action, but it did not succeed. [There were plans] for collaboration with 
[yet another country]. That country is difficult; and that also turned to dust. I 

4 This is typical when the departure has the character of scandal. 
5 

My conception of sensing should not be confused with Weick's (Weick, 1995) well-established term 

sensemaking. While sensing refers metaphorically to some form of tactile sensation, Weicks's concept 
deals with recognizing and understanding phenomena. I want to describe a subtle phase of personal 
bewilderment and hunches. 
6 

Mintzberg et al. (1976:253) point out that the way a decision is recognized is very different in instances 
of their three types of decisions: problem, opportunity, and crisis decision. 
7 

The intent to pass on such information to a chairman may be seen, of course, as a trigger in itself. 
Political processes and motives would thus be antecedent to sensing. 
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suppose that was the first time I got a hunch that maybe it was not so easy to be 
CEO and bear [that] name. /.../1 was given some information from the other side 
[in the negotiations], which you have to consider very carefully. It makes you more 

attentive. 

Such reactions on the reception of information points to the following phases in the 

departure process, which include evaluation of the CEO's performance,8 in which other 
participants become involved. This kind of dissemination of discrediting information 
can perhaps give a clue to potential strategies for political action. The chairman, 
however, points to the positive achievements of the CEO, which discount the 

disappointments. At a later point in time, events and actions that were more troubling, 
or downright failures, were tied to the CEO in such a manner that departure did indeed 
come about. 

If sensing sometimes extends over long periods, there are descriptions of other cases 

where the development is much faster. The information received is sometimes described 
as requiring immediate action. In one case, information was released about earlier 
questionable activities of the CEO. The chairman recalls his reactions: 

I naturally had a chat with [the CEO] first. Of course, I was very upset that 
something like this could occur /.../ It was a crisis of confidence /.../ It was a 

straightforward case, but a bit more complicated with a change of CEO when you 

just begin doubting the ability of the CEO in question. Then you don't want to 

rush; you to must find out whether he has made what seem like accurate 

judgments, and so on. You want to give him the benefit of the doubt. But when 

you've lost your confidence, then nothing can restore it. /.../ The whole process was 

very quick anyway. 

In another case, which also involved information that publicly discredited the CEO, the 
CEO describes himself as having taken a swift initiative: 

It took a couple of weeks to understand the extent of the damages, and then I quit. 
That [day], I think I remember that I wrote a letter to my chairman, and said that 
this is not working out. We negotiated the financial terms the same day, and then I 
quit. Bang. 

Company performance is difficult to evaluate. This cause of departure seems to lead to 

prolonged periods of sensing, whereas transgression of behavioral code, attributable to 

individuals, seems to lead to shorter periods of sensing that are more intense. 
Not all instances of sensing are described as initiated by the reception of pieces of 

information; rather, sensing can also be initiated by reflection. One CEO describes his 

sensing of departure as deriving from a poor fit with the demands of his particular CEO 

8 The notion of CEO evaluation is developed in the next chapter. 
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position. He primarily experienced it as a troublesome to have changed business and 

lacking the proper knowledge, in turn leading to entire dependency on staff: 

It took me about a year to discover that this was not really my thing /.../ I believe 
that it is important that you have a reasonable background in [the business] to 

really understand what you are doing. I felt like never before, and since, that I was 

entirely dependent on my staff's opinions on what was right. That was damn 

frustrating, and it really was the primary reason for quickly realizing that it was not 
my thing. 

Other interviewees described how the company changes while the individual CEO 
remains the same. This explains how the initiation of the departure process, grounded in 
the idea of fit between the individual, the role, and the organization, may thus be 
constructed. On the other hand, explanations can also be founded on the idea that 
individuals change, as in the following example: 

I remained, but I felt that something was growing in me /.../ In some fundamental 
sense, I am an entrepreneur; I have a businessman's soul; and I believe that 
enterprise must be about innovation combined with keeping up with everyday 
business. I don't believe in this talk about a consolidation phase followed by a 

phase of entrepreneurship. I think that you have to have both, continuously. 

There is also the more mundane property of considering the tasks of the CEO in a 

particular organization as plain, dull, and boring: "This is demanding and stressful, with 
staff and complicated routines; something like this should be possible in more 

interesting surroundings." Such sensations are perhaps customary for everyone, at 
times; and CEOs, being no exceptions in the strong sensation of low work satisfaction, 
may consequently decide to depart early. 

Those interviewed also described initiation of departure is as being set in motion by 
the appearance of new influential owners, or by mergers and acquisitions, where the 
structure of the firm is recast, fundamentally. 

A change in ownership may mean that the CEO must make extraordinary 

adaptations, partly about basic ideas concerning the enterprise, but also about how his 

position is recast in the organization. One CEO describes how the appearance of an 

unexpected bid led to his firm being acquired by another: 

I gathered that something was strange, because [the chairman] called and wanted to 

see me in his office. It had to be after three [o'clock] because that was when the 
stock exchange [closed] in those days. I don't know how I should describe it. I 
thought it was unfortunate, but I was neither sad nor angry. 

Didyou ask about yourjob or was it selfevident that you should so to speak ... 

No, it was not self-evident, in that I had a contract, which had to be honored. I was 

offered to be in charge of [the unit] that was created /.../ so there definitely was a 



129 

place for me, but it was not worth as much anymore, or should I say, spectacular, 
or externally oriented. 

In such situations, the former CEO position disappears, and the value of those 

remaining in charge of a sub-unit within a large group is of doubtful value. Another 
interviewee valued his position in the same manner: 

If there is an industrial re-orientation that you don't believe in, then you have to 

take the consequences. Of course, you can shy away from it, and try to continue 

working and everything. However, taking stock of my situation, I had ended up as 

unit head in a consortium from having been the boss of a publicly traded company 

which was committed to [a particular type of product] which I thought to be very 

good. 

When the CEO feels that his position is secure, the merger may be seen from a different 
perspective. Thus, a merger is not always a problem for the holder of the CEO position, 
and consequently, not always a trigger for departures. 

I never occurred to me that I, under any circumstances, could become unemployed 
or be left without any share in life. So I don't remember worrying about what 
happened /.../ you had to manage it in a professional manner, so that it turned out 
right for the owners; and I think that I held a strong belief that the owners would 
see to that it turned out right, so to speak, for me too—a "decent landing" for me in 
some way. But really, it was no big problem at that phase, because it was clear 
from the beginning that [the company] wanted me to be CEO. 

Nonetheless, even if the CEO remains in position through a merger or acquisition, 
problems may subsequently appear. Such problems may deal with the performance of 
different units, or with conflicts of interest. The integration of formerly distinct units is 
thus not without consequences for the CEO. 

A former CEO, who came to the position within a very recently merged company, 
discusses the question of performance after a merger. Performance problems in units, 
which had been under that CEO before the merger, reflected on him negatively, to the 
board of directors: 

This created stress on the board and made many look at me with new and more 

critical eyes. [They probably wondered] whatever have we acquired, and such 

things. That is not very enjoyable. 

Mergers and acquisitions spawn uncertainty about the basic ideas and strategies of the 

corporation. Such development need not be swift. One CEO described how, gradually, a 

conflict of interest between one of the new owners and the aspirations of the CEO 

developed. The CEO describes a "chain of events," leading to a point where a clash is 

apparent, and then how departure comes up as an alternative: 
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It was like the first thing [in reference to a decision], but a very ugly thing that I 
reacted to, and that became the last straw for me—when they [then] went out and 
said that we were cutting [a large number] of jobs in [one location], I knew that it 
was a fake; they only made it up to impress the business press /.../ So during that 
fall, I become more or less certain that I wanted to quit. 

Changes in ownership thus seem to lead to situations in which conflicts of interest 
become apparent. One CEO describes his resistance to a merger: 

I said, "I refuse to approve this; I demand to have more information—good quality 
information, and some more time." Because of this [a director] called me the 

following day and said, "You be damn clear on that we're never going to forgive 

you for [doing] this". 

Situations other than in mergers and acquisitions can underlie the sensing of a departure 
as the result of conflict of interest. 

Clash of interests within the organization is another type of confrontation. One CEO 
describes such a clash deriving from the organization of the management structure of 
the corporation: 

But as the year passed, I took firmer control of the business, and decided to push it, 
/.../ I mean, either this was going to result in a normal [type of organization 
structure] or I was going to leave. I decided not to just pass time and manage the 

[company] on the wrong grounds. 

Another CEO describes his sensing of departure as deriving from changes in strategic 
orientations of the corporation. 

I have no other explanation for it than that these (please excuse the expression) 
opponents [understood] that I would be very likely to remain in [the company], 
since there was so much attention from outside the company /..../ It was 

threatening to many that I wanted to create a [business concept] /..../ it made many 

of these guys feel that their boundaries were infringed on. 

Disputes over the way that boundaries in the organization are conceived can thus lead to 
the initiation of departure processes. 

The phase of sensing problems is private, and deals with personal doubts about 
continued tenure. A CEO underscored the private character. When asked whether he 
talked to somebody concerning the problems that he sensed in the company, he quite 

bluntly said, "It is something that you have to think over by yourself—that it's not my 

thing; you really don't go to your chairman or board and tell them [something like 

that]". Another felt that the seclusion restricted his possibilities of communication in a 

difficult situation: 
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So whom should I talk to?—no one with experience, since they were all well-
connected. There was [this other CEO] that phoned me and told me that he had 
similar experiences. Then we started talking. We both wondered why "they don't 
recognize it, they don't understand." I have never told anyone in the company. 

The doubting seems to be very sensitive. Such perceptions create barriers to 

communication that support the individual character of the sensing. 
Yet, even if doubts can be kept to oneself, the interpretation and attribution of 

performance is still open for the making. Therefore, even though the corporation may 

contain and conceal negative performances, the attribution of such may start to spread, 
as one CEO points out: 

When a CEO is far down the wrong track, then you can expect leaks to the media. 
There are indeed often leaks to the media. There are leaks to the public, and so on. 
It started to leak gradually, and he had a problem with that. 

With the image of the firm as a vessel leaking information, the phase of sensing links 
with a broader domain. External sensing is mentioned as taking place in the mass media 

(perhaps most typically the business press), but also among external groups, such as 

financial analysts. 

6.3.3. The permanence of possibility 

Sensing departure as beginning with the reception of portending information, or with 

changes in ownership, seems to imply that such sensing is uncommon or extraordinary, 
coming about only when triggered by salient "stimuli." However, this study, using 
interview accounts, points to an alternative conclusion. The possibility that a chief 
executive will have to be replaced, or that a CEO might wisely accept another job, is 
described in these accounts in such manner that there seems to be a permanently present 
awareness of the possibility that the CEO may have to depart1'. 

One factor, that of the interviewed CEOs and chairmen all having extensive 

(primarily successful) career experience in business corporations, leads to such 
awareness. They themselves have extensive transition experience, and are accustomed 
to initiating transitions of others. In their discourse, well-formulated "rules of the game" 
concerning transitions can be found: 

9 Glaser & Strauss (1971:30-31) have discussed the strategic alternatives that are available to a passagee 

that is faced with bleak prospects. They write "passagees often see ahead an undesirable reversal in their 
passage and decide to reverse earlier, for different face-saving reasons, while the 'reversing is good'"; 
they also note that "passagees may also decide literally to quit before involuntary reversal is thrust upon 

them." This indicates that there are a host of possibilities, including a reversal of the process, open yet 
when taking action starts. Gradually, however, a sense of inevitability is created, and the possibilities for 
reversing the departure seem to diminish. 
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I usually say it like this, that if you're to change jobs, two conditions should be 
met, if possible. The first and foremost is that you want the job that you have been 
offered, or have applied for. That's the first one, but the other condition is also 

important—although I can't say just as important—that you are sure that want to 
leave what you have. Sometimes you do get offers about jobs that in their own 

right seem thrilling and exciting, but at the same time, you feel that your current 
job suits you, and you're happy, and therefore you won't change. 

Not only experience, however, seems to contribute to such awareness. What could be 
called a permanence of possibility of departure is partly created by the CEO's 
awareness of making careers'". Something that influences a CEO's planning for the 
further careers is that there are few superior positions in an organization left, other than 
that of chairman. One CEO describes it thus: 

I had actually planned that [year] when [the chairman] turned seventy, to perhaps 

try, if everything had been all right—that is, without these problems [in reference 
to performance problems]—to rise to the job of chairman, because then 1 had been 
CEO for [more than ten years], and I considered it to be enough. However, it did 
not turn out that way—but OK. You shouldn't imagine that you can stay as CEO 
until you're sixty or sixty-five years old; there are times at which you have to slow 
down. 

Not only the CEOs are involved in career planning. Chairmen have, as seen and shall 
see yet again further on, a great influence on the careers of CEOs; but they also make 

plans for their own tenures. Plans are subject to uncertainty, and a chairman describes 
how a plan for succession was cut short by a sudden departure: 

The plan was for the CEO in question to succeed me, because I was already, in 
those days, a man of considerable maturity. It was easy to see that, in a year or two, 
1 was to depart; and there he was, all prepared to enter the position. It was as 

perfect as it could be. But instead, he simply dropped through the hatch. 

The uncertainties (e.g., sudden departure, as if dropping through a hatch) lead to a kind 
of preemptive planning, intended to take the possibility of sudden changes into account. 
Executive labor-markets are important for such preemptive strategies. Interviewed 
CEOs often mention how they receive offers concerning other CEO jobs. These 
attractive opportunities can sometimes instigate ending of tenure. Their appearances 

also serve as reminders that the current position is not a terminus. A CEO describes 
such factors, which he took into consideration when considering a new position that he 
had been offered. He mentions not so much the attraction of the offer as the 

10 

Although careers are not necessarily to be seen as desirable in themselves, please refer to the discussion 
on centrality of the CEO position and role earlier in the chapter. 



133 

composition of the shareholders owning the firm of his present employment, and as to 

whether there would still be a job for him if one of the major shareholders were to sell, 
as had been suggested to him. He decided to accept the offer and leave his present 

position. 
Preemptive action not only includes the CEO exploiting received offers, but also 

generates, or perhaps creates, opportunities—by releasing information about being 
available as a candidate for a new position. This also advances the departure process to 

a phase of taking action. One CEO describes the dissemination of such information as 

signaling: 

So you could say that I sent out small signals, perhaps 1 had done it long since, but 
I didn't speak about this with my closest colleagues. I had received some rather 
attractive offers earlier, which I had shown an initial interest in, but then rejected. 

Another CEO describes such signaling as the releasing of his name (just like a product) 
on the market for executive labor: 

1 was fed-up. It was just not possible [to continue]; our views of how the business 
should be run were to different—the chairman and I. So 1 released my name on the 
market. I had received some offers before, but had turned them down. 

Exchanges on such a market for executive labor can thus provide chances for CEOs to 

move on. An interviewee gives an example of this: 

You can be quite clear on the fact that when everyone does things that, what should 
I call it, are not quite first-rate, things happen. Sometimes its your own fault, and 
sometimes it follows from circumstances. It is, however, certain to make you think 
/.../ In my own case, such was true both at [Company A] and at [Company B], In 

[Company B], only partly so; but in [Company A], I took the consequences, and 

accepted an offer. 

The CEO in this example speaks as if it were his personal responsibility to exit when he 

began to sense that his performance was not up to par, and that a departure therefore 

might come about. 
To use of the executive labor market to preemptively leave positions requires that the 

CEO be an attractive commodity. In a situation where departure is sensed as 

approaching due to poor company performance, attributed to the CEO, or in which the 
CEO becomes personally discredited, then the CEO may very well become "locked in," 
due to a lack of offers from the labor market. " 

11 A hypothesis may thus be as follows: if poor performance decreases the likelihood of job offers, the 
rate of CEO succession in poorly performing companies will decrease. The emotional undesirability of 
firings will work towards reinforcing this. (Cf More's (1962) hypothesis that scarcity of positions outside 
increases the likelihood that a manager will be demoted internally). 
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Another kind of preemptive action, triggered by the awareness of the chance of 
departure, is described as dealing with a CEO's contract with employing corporations. 
Such an awareness may already be present when hired. A CEO described how his 

negotiation of the contract for his new job as CEO was carried out. He was somewhat 
reluctant to change jobs, but then took advantage of the circumstance: 

The contract that we agreed on was highly advantageous from my point of view. I 
told them that I'm not changing jobs after all these years in [the company]. I [was 

given] then total security up until when I was to leave. 

By "security," the CEO refers to having been guaranteed a certain level of 
remuneration. Note that there is no security as to keeping a position, and the demand for 
such security indicates this, as well as an awareness of the liability of newness for a 

CEO assuming a position: therefore the CEO's hesitance to change "after all these 

years." A CEO who is sensing departure may also take such preemptive actions in 
contractual terms12. A CEO defeat in a strategic issue made him a CEO negotiate an 

amendment to his employment contract: 

I was completely disregarded, and 1 remember how I called [the chairman] from 
[the location of the business] [telling him] "1 want to see you this afternoon." I got 
in the car, and when I arrived [at the chairman's office], I demanded, and expressed 
my wish, to make an amendment to my contract. I had, as did everyone in those 

days, and most today, a "golden parachute," but of course a parachute that could 
only be released but the company. But my point was, and I think still is, that there's 

something to it, /.../ that if you are in an awkward situation, such as I was in, 
experiencing, now and then, conflicts with the board, then it was reasonable that I 
be able to release the parachute under certain circumstances. 1 mean, if there was 

serious disagreement. 

The unexpected and undesirable departure lurks in the shadows. This possibility is a 

permanent part of the CEO-position's context. When silence is broken, the process has 

already moved on, and solitary doubts have been replaced by active communication. 
This leads to the next chapter. 

6.4. Conclusions 

This chapter has described the beginnings of the departure process - a beginning that is 
less than obvious. There are two competing renditions of how a departure process starts. 

12 This may be compared with Goldner's (Goldner, 1965) concept of anticipatory adaptations of managers 

who, for example, build a professional network just in case they loose the job, or managers who turn 
attention to other aspects of life than work and career. 
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On the one hand the march towards departure begins already upon arrival in the 

position. This is reflected in the way that departures are described as permanently 

present alternatives. Sensing departure is continual and is a phase that reverses and 

progresses. 
Yet there are events and conditions that have particular potential to make the process 

take off. To these belong the release of discrediting information about the CEO, a 

perceived lack of fit with the demands of the position, and disagreement about the basic 
issues of the firm. The kind of departure process that I want to learn about takes off 
from when the "normal" or "default" alternative no longer appears tenable. The duration 
of the phase may be a prolonged period in time or be very rapid. 

aTo sense departure as approaching is something essentially private. 
Notwithstanding that all sorts of public dissatisfactions with a CEO may be publicly 

expressed. To doubt the future in the position one keeps to oneself. In the next chapter I 
describe how communicating about the doubts is the first kind of action in the departure 

process. 
The interviewees describe the CEO role. The assumptions hold the CEO-role to be of 

great centrality both for CEOs and companies. The role assumptions not only point to 

the importance of the CEO, they also point to the importance of the perception that a 

person "fits" the role. Thus individuals are seen as to greater or lesser extent fitting the 
role. The interviewed point out that the role as well as the individual may change and 
that there may appear mismatches. The role is also seen as very demanding. Surprising 
is how the interviewed are reluctant to describe the CEO position as a career goal. 

When the process continues it leads on to different kinds of action being taken. First 
communication among actors in evaluation and, then, to negotiation of these 

impressions. 



 



CHAPTER 7 

Taking action 

7.1. Introduction 

Sensing a possible departure involves individuals recognizing problems, each on their 
own, without communicating their impressions to others. In contrast, the continuing 

process is social, involving communication with others about one's impressions'. One 

might say that if sensing were at the perceptive, interpretative, and reflective end of 
communication, then taking action is at the active, expressive, and sending end. Action 
enters the departure process when problems and doubts become shared, rather than 

remaining individual. At first the departure process seems possible to reverse; but as it 
moves on, a sense of inevitability gradually diminishes the chance of reversal. 

The chapter starts by describing the most important groups of participants. The 
shareholders, the board of directors, the chairman, and the CEO are the main actors in 

the departure process. Other categories are also influential, such as mass media and 

family. For the CEO, the most important participant in the departure process is the 
chairman of the board of directors. The CEO forms, with the chairman, a pair. 
Thereafter, 1 describe the development of the process, from evaluation of the CEO to 

negotiation of compensation. I end by considering the influence of the CEO's loyalty to 

the company, and how the departure can become associated with strong and unsettling 
emotion. 

7.2. Shareholders 

The firm's owners are significant for the CEO, and therefore one of the interviewees 
went so far as to say that the task of the CEO is "to sit on the shareholders lap." The 

question then is to what extent the shareholders are active in the departure process. 

' The shift is more likely to be fairly gradual than radical. When discussing how stimuli elicit the 
recognition of a problem, Mintzberg et al. (1976:253) asks, "What exactly determines the moment of 
action?" 
21 often denote this pair "the dyad." 
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One view is that the shareholders participate substantially in departures, even to the 
extent of "running the show." In one instance, the majority shareholder of a company is 
described as recruiting a new CEO without the knowledge of the incumbent CEO and 
chairman, and only informed the chairman after making the final decision. The 
interviewed CEO explained this as a strategy for implementing an independent agenda 
of ideas, causing strife that markedly affected the CEO: 

The situation was rather odd, and I noted that the race had already been run, and 
then told [the chairman], "Now you'll have to help me to get a new job." /.../ 
Deciding not to do something drastic, I put on a bold face. You know, [I had] a 

family to provide for, and stuff like that. /.../ I had an offer for that position in 
[another company], so it was not a great problem /.../ So there I was, studying the 
classifieds, and I suppose, trying to do a good job at [the company]. 

Significant shareholders sometimes change the strategic orientation of a company, or at 
least attempt to do so. Such changes may influence the chief executive's tenure. One 
CEO tells of a large and influential shareholder who thought it valuable to increase his 

holdings in the company, where the interviewee was CEO at the time: 

And that's just how it turned out. /.../ So the [interested owner] acquired some 

shares and went into an alliance with one of the majority owners, /.../ and that left 
the other majority owner /.../ playing second fiddle. This finally irritated them so 

much that they sold their shares to [the interested owner). 

The CEO believed that the change would have consequences for him. since he expected 
a change in the strategic orientation of the company. This is important, because the 
CEO identified strongly with the selling owners, and with their ideas, visions, and 

practices in businesses. He described his relationship to them in very positive terms: 

I had a very good relation with [the selling owners], particularly since I thought 
they were excellent owners: very dedicated and committed, particularly one of 
them, whom I have a great respect for./.../ You could say that they regretted that 
they were forced into this situation. They kept me continuously informed of their 
evaluation of the situation; so [the decision to divest] didn't come as any surprise to 
me. 

A CEO may experience conflicting demands from different groups of shareholders. A 
former CEO considered how he had to balance the interests of different owner groups: 
"The so-called minority held the majority of the equity in the [company]. Therefore, 
could not see myself as contributing in letting the majority be neglected by an incorrect 
price." 

I 
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One of the departed CEOs was, at the time of the interview, in a position that entails 

managing shares. From this position, he reflected on the influence of the shareholders 
on his departure: 

Because, in [companies that are entirely held by us]; we have complete 
responsibility, we make the decision unilaterally of whether there is to be a change. 
In publicly traded companies, you have to work through the board, which makes 
the process a bit more complicated. 

Thus, the influence of the shareholder is substantial, but there is a difference between 

owning all the stock in a company and just a share. In a process where the shareholders 
are less active, the board of directors has greater influence and significance. 

7.3. The board of directors 

Individual shareholders with sizeable blocks of shares may also be directors. Formally, 
this leads to no confusion; but in action, such roles blend. Formally, the board is the 
CEO's immediate superior in the firm, since the CEO is hired and fired by the board. 
This view of the board is the popular conception of the board's role in governance, as 

was found in an interviewee's accounts: "It's kind of a truism to say that the most 
important task of the board is to appoint the right CEO." Another often-uttered truism is 
that the relation between the board and the CEO must be in confidence, of an absolute 

character. 

Boards are sometimes described as totalities with a particular character. For example, 
one board was described as "made up of managers"3 where the directors had "other 
reasons for their presence on the board /.../ than to be owners," as compared to a board 
that was "possible to grasp, in the sense that [the directors] were people who wanted to 

make money." Such a view of boards is not the only one; rather, boards are often seen 

as differentiated, and as composed of directors having various qualities. 
The diversity of the directors can have several dimensions. They can, for example, be 

distinguished by affiliation: some are shareholders (maybe of an influential group, 

family, or "sphere")—others are perhaps closely tied to a bank. The nature of the 
relation between directors and CEO also varies. One interviewee mentioned how some 

are "strong relations", while other are "neutral": 

It certainly was a diverse [the board]. The collection of personalities was very 

diverse. I had a strong personal relation with a few of them; 1 still get their support, 
and we still socialize. In general, it was good. 1 don't think there was anyone that I 
had a particular problem with. /.../ With some, you are more like, /.../ well, you 

3 The Swedish term "tjänstemannastyrelse" is used. 
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don't have a relation—you're more neutral. There were none that I considered to 
be a hassle. 

Another part of the board was described as containing directors (among them the 

chairman), who were linked with two conflicting important interests outside the 

company, and who "brought [the conflict] into [the company]". This is of importance to 

the CEO's standing relative to the board, since, as he said, "it influenced their attitude 
towards me." The directors themselves differed in how they participated and contributed 
to running the company. The CEO described some as being bleak, with uninvolved 

presence, while others he even considered shirkers. His explanation for such low 
involvement was that directors are recruited at the pinnacle of their careers, and are hard 

pressed for time. 
The level of involvement of the directors influences the conditions of the CEO. One 

of those interviewed described factors determining whether or not the board's would 
"waver" when the CEO was criticized by journalists. He explains that the support a 

CEO receives "depends on /.../ whether the director's are spineless or not. /.../ Most 
just sit there collecting their remuneration, /.../ while doing very little, and are not 

wishing to become unpopular." 
There are other views as well. Another former CEO emphasizes that he, even though 

the company was in great financial distress, "was supported by the board in its entirety. 
There wasn't a dithering bugger on it." A motive for a board's loyalty to a CEO may be 
that CEOs and boards can be jointly blamed for performance problems. One interviewee 
was very careful in passing judgment on the CEO. As director, he observed the 

following: 

There were a lot of problems, and so on. Thus, I believed that it was not only the 
CEO that should [be blamed], because the board also must have been highly 
involved in this; but like always, when its time for a show-down, then most of them 

simply hide. 

In the kind of departures that I have studied, a limited number of directors are involved 
in the beginning of the phase of taking action. The chairman of the board, for example, 
handles many of the tasks that concern dealing with the CEO. 

7.4. The chairman and the CEO 

The chairman of the board is the director of greatest significance for the CEO. Together 
they are jointly involved in running the company, forming a team that can be described 
as a duo, a pair, or a dyad. Not only work ties them together, but also private relations. 

Descriptions of recruitment already indicate the special significance of the chairman 
for the CEO. One CEO described how his impressions of the chairman as a forceful and 
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independent person made him opt in favor of a job, since he thought the chairman could 
be "a shield for him against [the owners]," which he believed was needed. When 

recruiting a CEO, the chairman also negotiates the terms of employment with the 
candidate4. 

The chairman's influence on recruiting reveals itself in that a CEO who departs to 

become chairman of the board in the same company has great influence on who will 
succeed him. One of the interviewees seemed to consider it a matter of course that "the 

issue of successor was handled by me, since 1 was to become chairman." A CEO may 

be appointed chairman after a successful tenure, which can be part of a long-term plan: 

The company was large, and in an rapid expansion phase. The chairman had to be 
someone who was well acquainted with the company. That is why it was very 

convenient when the former chairman reached the age limit that 1 became 
chairman; it was [something] that had been planned for several years. 

The chairman and the CEO together take counsel, make decisions, and prepare the 

agenda for the meetings of the board of directors. To organize their cooperation, a 

division of labor is often established. Such division seems to be a well-accepted 
convention, established to define role, particularly those that deal with the autonomy of 
the CEO. 

I mean that the agenda is very /.../ established. /.../ The CEO is the one to take 
care of the day-to-day things and work, and, of course, to take care of drawing up 

long-term plans and other issues that are to be discussed and be accepted by the 
board. 

The division of labor has consequences for how the chairman will exert influence on the 

corporation. One chairman used imperative terms to describe it: 

You have to think very carefully about your role as chairman of the board; you 

have to work through the CEO, not around him; otherwise you will corrupt his 

authority, /.../ and the company will not benefit from that. 

Another interviewee is more explicit as to what tasks are included in the autonomy of 
the CEO: 

Somewhere I learned never to act in a way that the role of the CEO, the 

management role, is disputed. You always have to act through the CEO, and see to 

it that you support him and give him support, until you loose confidence in his 
ability. /.../ In this company, /.../I am very careful when it comes to ensuring that 

4 

Although sometimes described as done in contact with the board or a number of selected directors. 
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all external exposure is through the CEO. He is the figurehead in all kinds of 
situations towards customers and investors. 

A chairman, based on how he was operating the position, defined the CEO's role as 

"king of the castle". The chairman stated that the two of them were frequently 

interacting, and went on to say, "I speak only to him; I don't speak to others in the 

company." There are formal ways to clarify the responsibilities. An experienced 
chairman told about the official demarcation of tasks for the board, chairman, and CEO 

in his company: 

The board has written procedures, where it is spelled out what the chairman and 
CEO should do. There are limits to the decision-making capacities of the CEO— 
what he can do by himself, and what issues are for the board. /.../ We have made 
very clear what are the duties of the chairman, /.../ what he is to participate in, and 
so on—to prevent conflicts of interest /.../ In [many other] companies there are 

often limits set in terms of sums—when you have to go to the board. Here, there 
are also some issues regarding policy. 

Successful cooperation and effective work are thus described as involving clearly 

specified roles, and behavior in accordance. Agreement between expectations and 
behavior is desirable. One informant even complimented his chairman's agility in 

making the transition from CEO to chairman: 

When a CEO assumed office, such as in the days of [my chairman], [it was] done 

very strictly, to use the mildest of expression. I was therefore very confused when I 
worked side-by-side with him. /.../ But from the day he became chairman, he very 

clearly understood our difference in terms of roles. He was chairman in an 

incredibly proper manner: he never interfered with operations; he was utterly 
careful to inform me if, in any way, he had contact with someone in the company, 
so that we would not have a double command. 

Another CEO supported this description, calling his chairman a "professional person", 
in that the chairman insured "a very strict division of labor" 

If there is division between areas of professional responsibility for the chairman and 
CEO, there are also descriptions of how private and professional roles are demarcated. 
Private relations can complement, or be in contrast, to professional relations. One 

description of such interdependence was stated thus: "Personally, we really had a good 
relation: so [I could] scold him and say that I thought it irresponsible." 

Separating professional from the private relationships is no easy task. One 
interviewee described such separation as something that is learned; and another, as how 
it is a kind of adaptation. He said, "your skin gets thicker. You become more 

professional, and learn to keep work and personal matters apart." Maintaining the 

boundary between professional and private affairs can be managed by reducing personal 
elements in the relation. A chairman's remark underscores how the potential for 
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disciplinary departure influences the demarcation of private and professional roles and 
relations: 

Having a good relation is very important. On the other hand, I'm careful not to, so 

to speak, breed more profound relations—I mean, meeting in all kinds of places 
and situations. I have experienced too many times the building such kind of 
friendly relations between families, and then had to say, "Now, you don't fit in 
here." That's why I'm careful not to do it. I try to have a very good, open relation. 
That is, you should be able to call each other any time, and discuss everything 
frankly. But I'm careful to not involve the family in excessive socializing, because 
of too many painful experiences of friendship and travel together. I suppose that 
you have to consider this very carefully, that things may happen, and can of course 

have profound effects if you have a very close relationship. 

The private relation is tied to a well functioning professional relation in that they may 

be complementary in favorable situations. But the private part of the relation may fade: 

We socialized a lot privately too, went out into the country and had a sauna. When 
our relation became more strained regarding [the big deal] and that, then this also 
cooled off. You can say that it gradually faded. 

Organizing boundaries between CEO and chairman can lead to role clarity and a 

reduction of conflict. Yet the very creation of the boundaries also creates the foundation 
for contesting them, as reflected in remarks made in the interviews. A chairman 
articulated a delicate aspect of such boundaries, within which the CEO indeed needs to 

feel in charge, yet not be over assertive in the quest for autonomy: 

Some CEOs are so damn anxious to run their own race that they don't want to 

listen to advice; don't want you to interfere. While others have some other points 
of view, are more perceptive, it is important that the CEO doesn't feel, or get the 

impression, that the chairman is trying to take the wind out of his sails. He's the 
one who is supposed to be boss, and in charge of operations. Also, breakdown of 
cooperation between chairman and CEO bodes ill for the company. 

The remark of another CEO is spurred by the fact that he recounted often being told that 
he was in an undesirable situation, since the chairman's offices were almost next door to 

his own. The CEO elaborated: 

The chairman is incredibly professional. /.../ It [the proximity of offices] is not 
mishandled in any way; on the contrary, he is very much aware that it is a problem 
in itself. At the same time, I feel that it is okay—that actually, its really excellent at 
times; I mean, it is a fact that from time to time it is pretty good to be able to go 

through things and check off with your chairman. 
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But there are conditions that can confuse a desirable and clear delineation of operation 
for chairman and CEO. For example, the question of who carries the title of 
koncernchef. Although the CEO usually carries this title, under certain circumstances, 
the chairman can. This may happen when a CEO who is koncernchef advances to the 
chairman position. One CEO tells of how his chairman mentioned, upon recruitment, 
that he wanted to keep the title for a period, since he then could be a kind of help to the 
new CEO. Another CEO mentioned similar conditions: 

When I entered office /.../ we had a deal that [the chairman] should remain CEO, 
and I was to be president, and to succeed him as CEO, at the latest, a year and a 

half later. /.../ [Then the interviewed CEO described how the company's 

performance rapidly decreased.] It was dramatic, so then [the chairman] decided 
that should shift positions immediately, saying, "You might as well start as we 

CEO right away, so there will be no doubt about who's [in charge]." 

The title of koncernchef, then, has importance for the external presentation of the top 

management of the firm. A chairman commented that the arrangement of keeping the 
koncernchef title was, in itself, "not a good solution, but rather, it was to test a candidate 
who we thought was very competent, but whom we wanted to appraise a bit further. 
Then it became like this, but only for a short time. That it was not a good solution, I 
think everyone can agree on." He added, however, that there was another function, 
namely, to "to have some discretion in case another solution was found, which was 

unlikely". Keeping in mind the chance of a departure as a possible course of action is 

perhaps a mark of experience. 

The chairman, the CEO, and departures 

The chairman is very influential in CEO departures. As one chairman noted, dealing 
with departures is the task of the chairman. Speaking in general terms, he pointed out 
the following: 

The chairman's task is to think of these things and to check them off with the 
board, listening to what they think. Is the CEO really suitable? Is he cut out for the 
future? 

Continuing, the chairman refers to a particular CEO, who he stated had to depart since 
"even if the [CEO] had been pretty good for earlier times, his time had passed." He also 
stated that in discussions concerning the discontinuation of a CEO's tenure "if you have 
a vice chairman then you can talk to him, /.../ but otherwise it is the business of the 
chairman." But beyond being in contact with influential directors to advance a 

departure, the chairman may, in a sense, be protecting the CEO from discontent among 

the directors, as a former director and chairman recalls: 
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I rather liked [the CEO]. /.../ Many considered him to be a bit of a snobbish 
climber /.../ not quite fitting the team. /.../ I came to know him well, and I saw 

[his] assets and advantages. Before we had acquired the [the company], I prevented 
such thought, /.../ and then when we it, other people tried to influence me. For 
example, [a director] who did not like [the CEO] for personal reasons, I said, "1 do 
not accept it." 

The relation between chairman and CEO may, in itself, instigate departure. Departures, 
by accounts of some interviewees, evolve from deteriorating interpersonal relations to 

differing (probably conflicting) interests. Two CEOs characterized their chairmen in 
similar terms, given as explanations of relationship problems. They illustrated how a 

clear delineation between roles may be contested. The first elucidated as follows: 

There was a lot of quarrel all the time. /.../ You can't say that we did not work well 
together. He was a competent man, damn well prepared, incredibly purposeful, 
knowledgeable, and with a lot of experience. /.../ I thought him to be arrogant, 
even rude in the meetings of the board, both to me and to my colleagues, and to 

others, which created a pretty /.../ irritated and unpleasant atmosphere. He treated 
me like I was some kind of damn schoolboy. He called me up and scolded me; 

me on scolded like hell the phone, and told me to shut up. But sometimes I spoke 
back at him. But it wasn't much fun. /.../ I'm the kind of guy who wants to work 
with people with shared values, then you can get some enthusiasm and the like. 
/.../ But that guy didn't work that way, so the relation was strictly business. 

Keeping a relationship businesslike, which would be the same thing as dealing with it 
professionally, is thus a way of preventing a relationship from just dissolving. The other 
CEO expressed his view this way: 

He [the chairman] likes power; he likes to control things, in detail; he enjoys 
control, and isn't exactly someone you would call a coach5. /.../ It was very 

difficult to discuss visions, goals, and ideas with him. He worked from another 
direction. He messes around with balance sheets and income statements. I'd prefer 
someone who was interested in the idea itself, you know, who is interested in the 

product itself, or whatever you are doing, and that way [you can have] a sparring 

partner. 

Both explanations depart from an apparent contradiction in the traits of the CEOs and 
chairmen. Further, one CEO attributed relationship problems to the personality of the 
chairman, and mentioned similar difficulties for his predecessors, and for other top 

managers that had left. Another source for interpersonal trouble stems from differing 

5 The respondent uses the term "coach". Used in Swedish this usually carries very positive associations to 
an interpersonally skilled leader who is able to instill "team spirit". 
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interests in managing the corporation. A former CEO described how such 

disagreements led to agitated clashes: 

We had long discussions. It accelerated to a big fight. There were many angry and 
vehement meetings. I felt that he threatened me, and said, "Then you'll have to go 

to [the majority owner]." He didn't think that I would do that. These things became 
like wounds. 

Differing opinions are described as threats (like the problems described as wounds) to 

the unity of the chairman and the CEO. The prospect of the differences becoming 

publicly known seems particularly unpleasant. A CEO described such public knowledge 
of differences as a factor leading to his departure: 

We just could not do it. Our opinions about the business were too different. /.../ It 
was known that I had a tough time with [the chairman]. We weren't exactly on 

good terms with each other, which became quite clear on several occasions. /.../ 
Sometimes [the chairman] said one thing in the press and I said another. It could 
not continue. Yes, our aims were different; It was tough as hell. 

Differences in opinion concerning aims, and a stubborn intent to, in spite of all, can 

cause not only external attention, but also internal commotion. One CEO mentioned that 
the top management was "sick and tired of having two people running the company". 
Another CEO characterized his troubles with the chairman by pointing out how the 
division of labor was blurred by contingencies, caused by a potential merger, which, as 

it became more complicated, "made it harder for him too to have a crystal clear image 
[of] what he stood for." One CEO explained his troubled relationship with the chairman 

by describing himself as having lost all his trust in the chairman, since he meant that he 
had handle the problems created by the chairman. He also felt that they had divergent 
philosophies for managing a company. Taken together it made a proper business 

relationship impossible. 
As a final note concerning the CEO and the chairman, the integrated character of 

relationship is such that they sometimes depart jointly. One interviewee described how 
the CEO and chairman decided to exit together, when they found out that their strategies 
and aims conflicted with those of the shareholders, which involved some confrontation. 
Another type of joint exit that was mentioned occurred when the two were held jointly 
accountable for action. One informant, observing from the position of director, 
describes such an event, "The CEO and the chairman /.../ had to depart at once because 

they could not cooperate, and they were quite hopeless, both of them." 
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7.5. Other actors 

The shareholders, the directors, the chairman, and the CEO are the major participants in 
the departure process. Others, however, deserve mention to some extent, including some 

who are internal to the company, such as top management and the organizational 
members; and some who are outside the company, such as the family of the CEO. 

Interviewees describe top management in terms of a collective unit, and also in terms 

of individual managers—sometimes described as highly valued colleagues: 

I want to assert that the management team that I shaped /.../ is one of the better that 
I have worked with. Though we came from different camps [the CEO is referring 
to a recent merger], we were damned determined to get a good result, and to make 
it work. We had strong /..../ shared values, and great respect for each others 
abilities and differences; sometimes the going got rough, but the atmosphere was 

very forthright. 

Top managers are also described as involved in the departure processes. A CEO 
described, as too powerful, those top managers that were directly reporting to him. He 
described the position of CEO as follows, "[The position) was relatively powerless, 
which I didn't understand when 1 there, and absolutely did not accept either. /.../ came 

So events were filled with conflict from the beginning." Some of the CEOs interviewed 
mentioned, in different ways, their dependence on their top managers. One mentioned 
that the problems causing his departure were contingent on the actions of one of his 
former top managers. In another case, the CEO detected a conflict with top 

management, which he attributed to the fact that an heir apparent had been designated 

among the top managers: 

There was this chap who was in charge of [a business unit], /.../ For him, I was 

quite an annoyance. /.../ That the plan had been for [him] to become CEO was 

perfectly clear. So I just came and took his job. 

The consequence he described as conflict. The heir apparent was strong, since he "had 
his network branching out from the head office all the way to the heads of the 
subsidiaries. The means he used to keep this gang close were not always very pleasant." 
The CEO later described it as a mistake that he did not "replace all the old managers. 
Instead I had a perhaps gullible idea of the goodness of people, /.../ that they would 

probably change, /.../ that they will change for sure. /.../ So I let people remain in their 
seats." 

In later phases, when the unfolding of the departure process is less secluded, 
organizational members and top management are more often mentioned concerning 
their reactions, and the CEO's expectations of their reactions on the departure. 

For CEOs, considerations of family seemed to come up when thinking of transitions 
between positions. One CEO said that when he considered taking a new job that "he 
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talked to the family, of course." The family figured into one of the CEO's stories of 
how he reached the position. When offered one of the most attractive jobs in the 

corporation, where he was active at the time, he said, "I was very hesitant, and talked it 
over with [my wife] /.../ [My daughter] had just started to settle in at school." Another 
CEO described his departure in the following manner: 

I spoke with my family, my wife, when this thing came along [the departure]. /.../ 
Otherwise 1 didn't speak to anybody. You can't talk about stuff like this. [The 
company] is too large; [the company is too complex], /.../ You can not go around 
talking about this; I mean, there will immediately be rumors. 

The family is thus exempt from being secluded, at least sometimes, from the early parts 

of the process6, and also when visible consequences of departure occur, such as the 
events covered by the media, or the breaking of personal relations. 

7.6. Early actions 

The progress of the departure process is never predetermined. Sometimes action follows 

instantly upon sensing, but in other cases, the process reverses. The time it takes from 
initial sensing to taking action varies a lot, understandably. The amount of public 

exposure seems to moderate perception of how pressing a departure is. Evaluation of the 
CEO, decisions to leave, as well as non-acceptance of offers of resignation are among 

the early actions of departure. 

7.6.1. Evaluation and negotiation 

The activity of evaluation borders ambiguously with the sensing of departure. Whereas 

sensing is primarily a personal activity, evaluation is conceived as primarily a social 
activity. Sensing was described as progressing to communication (for example, in small 
groups) that concerned the evaluation of CEO performance. This leads to the initiation 
of taking action. 

The descriptions included a variety of methods for evaluating the performance of the 
CEO. Some of these are given in statements that are quite surprising. One of the 
interviewees espoused two possible ways to evaluate CEOs: 

The first and most self-evident is to look at the figures, and development and 

progress [in the company]. The [second way] is to use a little of the hairs on the 

6 Cf. Goldner (1965:277), who noted the comment of an executive "that there was need for him to bring 
his wife into his first at higher management levels, when uncertainty increased." 
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back of your neck and some fingerspitzgefiihle to get a feel of what is happening. 
At the same time, an individual director can have too many opinions; it really has 
to be the chairman or some form of executive committee. If you feel something is 

wrong, I suppose that you start with a hushed kind of chit chatting about it, and 

eventually it will reach the board of directors, and an evaluation is made. But we 

can't sit here and say that we don't think that [the CEO] is up to par, or anything 
like that. That isn't how it is done. 

To criticise the CEO is thus not without constraints as this statement implies. Having 

opinions on the performance of the CEO is not the task of the individual director, nor 
the type of matter that is to be openly discussed on the board. 

Evaluation can be organized. There might be nominating committees, as described 

by one chairman: "Yes, we generally have these committees in each company, so called 
nomination committees, that stay in touch with the institutions/.../, but of course, on the 

board, every director has his opinion." Another chairman, moreover, regarded 
"institutions" as actors to keep in touch with, and that may have opinions concerning the 
evaluation of the CEO, particularly concerning "shareholder value". Comparisons with 
other companies can be useful as benchmarks for evaluating a CEO: 

What he actually performs in the company in relation to what you would expect is 

very different between businesses. /.../ Nevertheless, comparisons are made with 
other companies. 

When elaborating on these benchmarks, the chairman described evaluation as a skill 
acquired through previous experience: 

But primarily you can detect it in performance and how the CEO behaves on the 
board, what the climate in the company is like, and who his colleagues are. You see 

whether there is a proper replenishment, and not a bunch of yes-men /.../ If you've 
got experience, there is no need for check lists; these things are pretty self-evident. 

A question is what to do in case of lack of experience. In other accounts, evaluation is 
not described as being perceived in a similarly transparent manner. An interviewee, with 
extensive experience (as director), described his task of evaluating the CEO as his most 

important, as a director7; but he also said, "It is not easy to judge people. /.../ Yet you 

have to; you simply have to decide what you consider important, and then look at a 

number of things that happen." Another experienced director perceived the evaluation 
of the CEO in connection to firm performance problems, as more involving ambivalent 
criteria than involving clear benchmarks: "You will also touch on these softer matters at 
times, when performance isn't satisfactory, and you wonder about the reasons." 

7 He represented a lot of shares—a base for influence that seemingly breaks the autonomy of the 
chairman. 
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Another CEO was sensitive to the kind of impression that information about past 
activities may have on evaluations. He mentioned that external criticism towards his 
activities in his earlier position influenced his position in his current job: "Some things 

splattered on me as well, and that didn't exactly turn the odds in my favor in the 
discussion [concerning tenure]." 

The descriptions suggest that evaluations are gradual—involving, as described 
above, "feeling", "seeing", and "wondering". In the description of one chairman, 
evaluation was explained as progressing and reversing on several occasions. He 
described how several performance problems first appeared that were not attributed to 

the CEO, since his involvement in the decisions that led to the problems had been 
limited. But when the CEO "forced this acquisition through, /.../ because it was his and 
no one else's." The chairman said that then criticism began, and attribution of 
performance problems arose for the CEO. 

Problems associated with firm performance can be distinguished from problems that 
are associated with a lack of trust in the CEO. Performance attribution and explanation 
includes ambiguities, but determining whether there is trust or not is presented as being 

unambiguous. This clarity does not hinder communication. A chairman recounted how a 

sudden release of negative information concerning the CEO was discussed: "Yes, of 
course we discussed it in this [smaller group]. Yes, it was in the board that we 

discussed. Usually, there has to be complete support for an enterprise, and for a few to 

loose their faith in someone is sufficient for sensing an eventual departure." One of the 
interviewees, however, pointed to the interrelation of performance, confidence, and 

problems in evaluation: 

No matter whether it is a CEO or someone else that has to be moved, /.../ you will 
very seldom arrive at a clear-cut case; indeed, you will perhaps never arrive at a 

clear-cut case; it is very unusual. Rather there are all kinds of shades and hues. /.../ 
You end up thinking that it its not working out. But you really can't point at [what] 
it [is, that is wrong] /.../ You can be damn good; you can be incredibly ambitious; 
you can even do your stuff in the right way. However, if you are consumed in some 

manner, you end up in a situation where you've spent their confidence, or you 

become associated with too many things not working out. /..../ That's why 

processes like these are so incredibly difficult; they are very hard to take; its very 

difficult to carry on any matter-of-fact reasoning. 

The difficulty for matter-of-fact reasoning is perhaps another argument for keeping the 

departure in a secluded setting. 
An informant who became director in a company with performance problems said he 

really could not give a good answer when asked to tell about the departure of the former 
CEO that had taken place before he joined the board. He explained this in terms of 
responsibility for performance and the roles of the chairman and the CEO: 
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Since I didn't participate, I don't know how the role between CEO and chairman 
was. For example, did the chairman take executive responsibility for some issues 
and the CEO agreed to it, or was it the CEO who handled all issues, and so on. /.../ 
One really can't say, because it presupposes that the pieces8 are identical in all 
instances, but they are not; the personal behavior of somebody might change this 
game. 

Impressions leading to evaluations are thus described as contingent on situation and 

personalities, and thus subject to negotiations between those holding them. 

From evaluation to negotiation 

One activity (linked with evaluation) is described by those interviewed as impressions 
created by such evaluations, and negotiations of future courses of action. Partly, such 

negotiation may be seen as a response to the ambiguity inherent in evaluation, and 

partly to a rather direct application of power and influence in the process. As described, 
rather quickly, the issue of whether the CEO should stay or remain is raised. 

The ambiguities of performance evaluation may lead to negotiations, so that 
impressions can be compared; uncertainty reduced; and accountability, possibly 
distributed. An interviewee mentioned an example from a financially troubled Swedish 

corporation. He recounted how the two major shareholders discussed the CEO's future, 
and then how he later reported these discussions: 

We spoke [to representatives of the other major owner] and the chairman. /.../ I 
suppose that we met a couple of times; but I also wrote internal memorandums 
after the meetings, so that both [two fellow directors] had an accurate perception of 
my judgements of the person. These were very candid—internal stuff. It came 

down, however, to a smaller circle; they are the ones who make the decisions, that 
really talk; that's the way things are. If things turn out well, there isn't very much 
to talk about: but if something is [wrong], then you of course ask whether there is 

something wrong with the CEO. 

In another case, a CEO described how he got in touch with an important director: 

I said that this is not working out. "No," said [the important director], "but we have 
to give him at least a year; we have to give him a chance." 

8 This is an allusion to the image of a game. 
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In one interview, the CEO indicated how one kind of recruiting seems to form a sort of 
loyalty to the CEO that generates a bias in the perceptions of the CEO's performance9. 
He spoke about how he confronted this on the board of a recently merged firm: 

had been expressing my opinion since [spring], and this happened the next 
[winter], /.../ He had by then enough time to create problems in this company. /.../ 
I mean that he came from [his old firm], and they had hired him [only a few years 

earlier], so it wasn't easy for them, so to speak, to arrive at the same conclusion; 
but the conclusion was damn clear, regrettably—that he had spent more than 
enough time here. 

Another of our interviewees described himself as very active in gathering information 
about the CEO when acting as a director on the board of a large Swedish corporation. 
He described the corporation as being troubled, by performance problems; and that 
some other representatives had mentioned changing the CEO: 

I spoke to the CEO on a number of occasions, and sat with these guys. /.../ I was 

convinced that it would be a mistake [to change CEOs], and that it was not he who 

primarily was to blame for all the problems. So I was involved in a very tough 

[negotiation], /.../ and was ably to rally the support of [another influential director], 
and together we represented just as many shares as [the other major owners], so it 
didn't come about. I dare say that he wouldn't have remained otherwise, /.../ and 
then things turned out very nicely. 

In other cases, retaining a CEO may not only be the result of bargaining, but also, a 

result of lack of alternative candidates. A chairman, who considered carefully before 

deciding, after evaluating the performance of a CEO, described this as follows: 

And then there is the question of whether the CEO should be allowed to stay or 
not. He is the one who knows where things hurt, and how they hurt, and so on. /.../ 
Should one be quick to say that now it's over, and now we will find somebody else. 
All in all, however, we arrived at a position where we saw that with this much 
dynamic in many places, it would take a year for somebody coming in to be able to 

remedy this, and to find ideas of how to do it. So [he] could continue—on that, 
issues we were unanimous. 

Negotiations may also be held with the CEO at special meetings, when CEOs are told 
what to correct. One informant, who had called such a meeting, said, "I put demands on 

[the CEO], and said now you have to work like this, and this, and this." A forced 

departure may be held as a sanction if the corrections are not made. Regarding the 

efficiency of such negotiations, a former chairman reflected: 

9 One might argue that different persons should be doing the recruiting and evaluating. This could be a 

way of avoiding the biases entering the process, due to feelings of complicity. 
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And you saw that [problem] pretty quickly. Sometimes that can be corrected by 

saying that "you have to watch out here and here and here." Some listen to the 
advice, while others are so damn persistent that they just continue anyway. Then 

you have to ask them to quit. 

That way the negotiation may arrest the development of departure, but may also speed it 
up. Annual performance reviews may pre-empt the call for such conversations. 
Evaluation problems, such as above, will not then prompt evaluation and negotiation, 
which instead will be routine10. A chairman described how he practiced the use of 
annual reviews: 

Then there are these annual performance-appraisal interviews in all companies. 
The chairman too has these with the CEO, and goes through what he considers as 

good work and what he considers poor. /.../ This isn't quickly accomplished. You 

say that something has to happen now; you have to do this and this, and this can 

not continue in this way. If nothing happens, then you have to let him go, or he will 
resign. 

Evaluation and negotiation is done in seclusion. To publicly show evidence of such 
doubts or "wavering" is undesirable, and seen as downright wrong. A chairman argued 
that this makes public reaffirmation of trust for the CEO a complicated affair. He found 
himself in a dilemma when responding to external criticism directed at the CEO: "You 
should be careful with that because if he is in his position, then he evidently has the 
confidence of the board." 

7.7. Deciding to go 

Chief executives were described as being primarily evaluated by shareholders and 
directors. In particular, the chairman was important. CEOs also described evaluating 
and assessing their respective futures. Interviewees described how they arrived at 

deciding to depart. Certain situations and actions were recalled as being particularly 

important triggers for the decision to depart. The instigators or triggers fell into the 

categories of public attention, mergers, and finally, the board of directors that may exert 
influence. 

Public attention 

10 And then the evaluation may lead to the praise of the CEO, which of course is a much happier 
consequence than the corrective conversations that we are discussing. 
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Public attention is an influential force in triggering departures. One interviewee recalled 
how he was exposed to such attention: 

Then /.../ it literally exploded—an incredible amount of publicity. /.../ Terrible 

publicity. /.../ I recognized that with all that had been written, and all that was 

published, [that] /.../ the situation had become untenable. I also had no support 
from [the chairman], /.../ I thus came to the conclusion that staying on in [the 

company] would be pointless. /.../I could have refused and let them fire me. 

Another CEO described how the public attention affected him as well as the company. 
He thought that this was reason enough to make a decision: 

My opinion later [that month] was that it wasn't possible to continue. Partly 
because the confidence of external stakeholders" had so strongly affected me and 
[the company], and because I had myself become affected. 

To receive criticism publicly from a shareholder would seem to be particularly 

damaging. One CEO learned from a fax that an important shareholder has been publicly 
critical of the company's management and recalls: "When 1 had read the fax that 
morning, I knew that it was now over." Public attention, by forcing the issue, also keeps 
the possible departure on the agenda, and calls for urgent action. For example, an 

interviewee found that if there had been time for sorting conflicts out, his departure 
would not have had to come about: 

It is not right and proper for media to appoint and demote CEOs. If there hadn't 
been such crazy amounts written [about the departure] you could, of course, have 

carefully worked through this. I could have tried to work this out with the board of 
directors, /.../ but it was no use; /.../ it was all over. 

Although "public attention" through mass media is typically a critical issue, there are 

also other forms of damaging external criticism. After having received criticism from a 

governmental institution, a CEO described the situation thus: 

It led me to some conclusions, and to speak directly afterwards to the board and the 
chairman of the board. I said, "I don't think its reasonable to continue under these 

circumstances." I believe that this surprised [the chairman], I don't think that he 
had any idea. /.../ We met once or twice and talked about it. Then we had to sort 
the whole thing out in practical terms, in a sensible way. 

11 
Here the more inclusive Swedish term omvärlden is used. 
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Mergers 

A merger influences many basic features of a firm, as for example, goals, strategies, and 

technologies. Such basic issues are important for CEOs; and disagreement, or changes 
in them, may influence a departure as was noted in the description of sensing. One of 
the CEOs interviewed recalled how both he and his chairman resigned; they believed 
"that it was an entirely mistaken merger, and to make a long story short, one could say 

that both of us resigned in protest." 
In another case, strategic profile seemed to blend with public attention. A merger was 

pending, and a public announcement had been made stating that if the merger came 

about, then there would be a change of CEOs. As it turned out, there was no merger— 

but, the outcome was as expected: 

The chairman had already decided that he wanted to change CEOs. /.../ There had 
been a discussion in the board, during which he brought up the issue; but it was, as 

1 understand it, postponed; maybe the views on the issue were mixed. 

Then the issue of the succession plan leaked to the press. The CEO described how the 
leak triggered interaction between him and the chairman: 

He actually asked me, "What do you think I should do?" I remember answering 
him, "If you believe that you'll get the board to accept it, you should of course 

bring it up and have the discussion." 

The chairman, as described, immediately discussed the issue with the board of directors 
in a meeting by telephone. A swift course of action led to the matter being carried out 
within the same afternoon. The CEO received an offer to stay with one sub-unit of the 

corporation, an offer that he describes thus: 

A half-hearted offer in my view. /.../ I decide to leave, and then I stayed during 
summer, and left when autumn approached. [I] helped [my successor] a bit, with 
the change over. 

In yet another case, a bid for the CEO's company had been made; he was offered to lead 
a sub-unit in the merged company. He said that he immediately said "no," to remaining, 
since "there is a lot that you can put up with, but not that." Being degraded, although 
not ousted, is in itself sensitive enough to trigger a departure. 
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The board 

CEOs want to face the board of directors without being or questioned. A CEO described 
how his decision to depart was contingent on encountering resistance, but also on how 
the board perceived that resistance: 

Because now I had started to cling on to [the company], a lot of nasty things began 

happening. Then, I believe that /.../ [the chairman), and perhaps the entire board, 
[found it] really bothersome that there was a confrontation between me and a lot of 
the leading figures of the old [company]. 

The board can also be a setting for the arrival of a decision. An interviewee described 
how a climax in disagreement was reached, in connection with the meeting of the board. 
He spoke thus of what he said during the meeting: 

"I'm getting out of this"—they wanted that too, because I was too much of a 

nuisance, 1 was making noise all the time. So it was very [snaps his fingers] 
quickly decided. /.../I went home to my wife, and said, "This feels so damn good, 
I really feel relieved," because it was a heavy burden to just be there, and to feel 
bad, and to feel I had no influence. 

Another interviewee described public attention and his position, vis-å-vis the board, as 

interrelated in events leading to his departure: 

Opening a flood gate. I ...I They started writing about it in the papers. I knew I had 

my enemies, so I knew who was behind this; it wasn't the journalists. /..../ Then 

persons on the board started to waver; there was en enormous strain. If you have 
blown [a very large amount of capital], then things are strenuous; it isn't exactly 

pleasant. Suddenly, their gaze started shifting, /.../ and confidence [in me] was 

eroding, and then there were some really nasty articles in the papers. 

One CEO described the uncertainty about remaining in position as something that had 
to be sorted out, before a meeting of the board of directors: 

I wanted it sorted out before the next meeting of the board of directors, and I said, 
"I don't want to go to that meeting if we don't find that there is a possibility for 
continuing." Somehow I knew that it was all over. 

Trust is thus described as being reciprocal, with the directors described as needing to 

trust the CEO; and the CEO, as needing such trust and confidence from the board. 
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7.7.1. Non-accepted offers to resign 

An offer to depart need not lead to departure. Two interviewees described how they had 
offered to step down from the CEO position when encountering problems of 
deteriorating results12. I describe these, below, as quick sequences of sensing and taking 
action. 

One of the interviewees mentioned that a regular board meeting was going to take 

place shortly after a report of heavy losses had come. The figures were to be presented 
at that meeting. During the meeting, as the CEO said, "I offered to leave my position. 
/.../I was shocked by the information, and thought that there might be reason to do so 

[depart], but at that time, no one seemed to have any interest in me leaving." 
Elaborating on the reasons for such a drastic move, the CEO described himself as earlier 
having been spoiled by success; the bad figures were thus in striking contrast to earlier 
feats. Most of the negative figures came from a unit that the CEO had given much 

support to earlier in his career. He recalled that he made a short analysis of the 
alternatives that he had: 

If my ambition had been to remain in the CEO's position, at any price, of course I 
should have dealt with the matter of tenure in a different way—maybe used a tactic 
where I waited, but I decided not to. It was better to deal with it head-on; they 
should have me either as I am, or not at all. 

Another reason for the rather drastic move, as the CEO recalled it, was that a director 
started to ask some rather penetrating questions: 

Actually, 1 think the decision to offer to resign was something that I came to 

spontaneously, while attending that meeting. [A director] at that meeting, a very 

competent man, asked me some rather difficult questions. I think that influenced 
me. not really criticizing me personally, but as one of the more professional He was 

directors, he wanted to know what the heck was going on. He wanted to 

understand, but we could not quite say, because we did not understand. 

With no answers to why results were down, it seems logical in the story for the CEO to 

offer to resign. The offer, described as causing some commotion, resulted in the board 

temporarily adjourning the meeting. The CEO was taken aside for a small meeting with 
an inner circle of a few select directors and the chairman. He described the result of the 

small group meeting as knowing that "there was no questioning of the support for me." 

12 

Compare with Hirschman's (1970:70 f.) notion of "threat of exit" and loyalty as an instigator for such 
threats. 
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The result in the other case of offering departure was similar: upon offering to resign, 
the CEO was told that if he had been part of making a financial mess, he should be part 
of cleaning it up. In any case, it is not self-evident that the CEO can depart if only he so 

wishes. One interviewee told us of his situation, in a poorly performing firm: 

Before the meeting of the board, I had told my chairman, "Let's announce that we 

both depart at the annual meeting. Then there is time to find a new CEO." He then 
said to me, "The both of us can't leave. /.../ I am leaving; we have to have some 

continuity, so you'll have to stay." /.../ If at that time I had made a decision, and 
said, "No, it may be any way you want, but I have to think of myself too," because 
I was run-down and tired. /.../I thought it was really tough, and no fun. 

He stayed on as CEO, although eventually he did depart, for reasons associated with 
firm performance. 

7.8. From secluded conversation to board meeting 

Towards the end of the phase of "taking action," conversation between the chairman 
and CEO is common. Either the CEO or the chairman may initiate the conversation. 
Departure is usually agreed upon in such conversations, carried out in seclusion. 

When deciding to call such a meeting, at least one of the party's mind is made up, or 
at least close to being so, on how the continuation, or perhaps discontinuation, of the 
relation should look. One CEO spoke about two interrelated conversations, taking place 
a few weeks apart. 

I was meeting the chairman, and I told him that I knew much had gone wrong, and 
that I was confronting a lot of resistance. He seemed well aware of that; we had a 

very frank discussion. Then he was supposed to speak to one of the directors, who 

represented a lot of shares, to see if it would be worth continuing. 

/.../ 

When I met the chairman the next time, we conversed for half an hour. He seemed 

to think that there was too much resistance and too little support. We would have to 

part. He also said to me, "So, this turned out wrong, but you must not believe that 
you will never return to a business career. You just have to start doing other 
things." I felt no need to fight for myself, to try out every conceivable way to stay 
in office. We were in full agreement. I have to say that I experienced a feeling of 
great ease when 1 left. I thought that there had to be some form of limit to how 
much you can fight for something. 

This account describes the board-meeting as something that is to be faced regardless of 
ambiguities concerning one's stability in office. Ambiguity should be settled in 
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secluded conversation with the CEO, who apparently attach great importance to clearing 
of any doubts of tenure before a meeting. The chairman in the dyad described the 

meeting thus: 

Well, he didn't think that he had been given enough chances, because that's what 
you do; you try to defend yourself in such a situation—blame it on others. /..../ But 
there was really nothing to discuss. I had made up my mind; so it would have to be 
that way. But you have to sit down with people and talk to them. You can't do it by 

phone. /.../. 1 went to [that city] and spoke to him. It is a time for discussing what 
you are to do next; how we are to arrange the finish; how you are to manage your 
future. What we do with [the company], that's our business; its our responsibility, 
but what the two of us are going to do now is talk about immediate concerns. 

But not only should ambiguities concerning tenure be sorted out; so should matters that 
deal with financial compensation for the CEO. Although some CEOs reported that even 

after they had reached an agreement concerning leaving the corporation, they still had to 

negotiate for a longer period of time in order to reach an agreement on financial 
compensation. A CEO describes it like this: 

It was a Sunday. /.../ He lived on [one street] in Stockholm; and I, on [one close 
by], I had no further than two hundred meters to walk. /.../ So I told him that I had 
come to the conclusion that I was to leave. I had a letter in my briefcase, which I 
gave to him. We spoke in a calm and quiet manner, and discussed the letter. I also 
said that 1 wanted to sort out the financial matters today, and then the executive 
committee would meet [in the evening], and we would finish things off. Then it 
was, like I said, over. 

Only in one of the accounts was there any references to formal board decisions to 

remove the CEO. The agreement about departure is kept in a small group, which may 

include important shareholders. When the matter is formally presented to the board of 
directors, the board is obliged to report this immediately, according to the regulations of 
the Stockholm Stock Exchange. When announced, the departure goes very quickly from 

being a matter known in a small privileged group to headlines in the business columns. 
No one mentioned the need for efforts beyond that to inform others about the departure. 

So, once departure is decided, presentation must be considered. Depending on 

urgency, the date chosen for presenting the departure can be very close. The concern for 
seclusion and exposure intermingle, even on the same day as the secluded conversation; 
or it may be several months removed. One CEO mentioned that the agreement of 
departure was kept "internal" before it was taken to the board: 

I thought this through during Christmas, and over New Year's day. 1 then returned 
to him, and said that I wished to depart during this coming year. When you have 
started thinking in these terms, that you are leaving, I think that it is very hard to 
run the show. It is better to have a change as soon as possible, and to do it at the 
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regular annual meeting /.../ I mean, it wasn't like I was being put on notice or 

anything like that. It was an agreement that we would do what was best fore the 

company; and that, we agreed on directly after New Years, /.../ and we announced 

my departure [at the beginning of the year]. 

The secluded conversation typically precedes a meeting of the board of directors. I 
learned little about these meetings in the interviews. One chairman mentioned such a 

meeting briefly, as if by coincidence: "Then we had a board meeting a few days later, 
when the CEO's departure was dealt with." One CEO describes his final board meeting 
as an emotionally distressing occasion: 

For the board meeting, /.../ the individuals had been informed in advance. /.../ I 
called the twenty that were closest to me. All except one were really perplexed. 
[They said] What's happening? Why? 1 told them at the board meeting, it was an 

incredibly depressed board; everybody was looking down at the table; It was like a 

funeral. 

He also points out that all individuals had been informed about the pending departure in 
advance. 

By agreeing on a date, and by taking the matter to the board of directors, the 

departure process has reached a point where it is practically irreversible. Once taken to 

the board, the departure is announced publicly. 
When departure is manifest, the financial consequences for the departing CEO 

becomes an issue. Some form of compensation is perhaps negotiated13. Such negotiation 

may be done during secluded conversation, but the compensation may also be 

negotiated after the public announcement. The descriptions give different interpretations 
of what compensation a "parachute" implies. It may be viewed as a price paid to get the 
CEO to leave the company: 

We never talked about me doing a bad job. He has never expressed any negative 

opinions, nor exactly any praise. [Then at one point, I said] "You can't do it this 

way," and he knew that also. That's why the severance pay was arranged. He said 
that "We shall of course see to it that you won't suffer." He paid me off. 

The stakes involved in the negotiations vary substantially. A CEO described the terms 

of his contract as "devilishly generous," but his attempts to negotiate with the 
stakeholders during a period of financial difficulty proved otherwise. He described 

being forced to disregard the contract: "You'll have to give that up, or else they 

[referring to the company] will put you into bankruptcy." Another CEO mentioned there 

13 I think this is what one of the interviewees meant when he talked thus, "we solved all (call them 

practical issues) in a very decent and sensible manner. Consequently, there was no trouble with that"7:17. 
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being substitutes for financial compensation, such as the possibility of acquiring a 

subsidiary as part of the compensation. 
Even if contractually pre-determined, the compensation is subject to negotiation. 

Public exposure of the compensation is described as a force that may lower the 

compensation: "Even if I agreed to a compromise, I took only half of what I legally had 
the right to, since there was so much talk about this." Although later in the interview, he 
characterized the indemnity saying, "for me it was a damn good deal." Yet another CEO 
mentioned how, when he was negotiating over the size of his compensation, the 
character of contingent earlier actions influenced the size of the compensation: 

So they tried to force me into accepting a worse deal than I actually had. /.../ At 
first 1 was very reluctant to agree to this; but in fact, I sacrificed little [only some 

hundred thousand] in annual salary. 

Many of the CEOs described how they now are in a financially advantageous positions 
as a result of compensation agreements: "What I earned on my own, I got to keep, 
without affecting the [severance, according to the agreement], and that means that I 
have made more money after this period then I ever did before." 

7.8.1. Voluntary, involuntary, and inevitable departures 

If the chairman, for example, comes to a secluded conversation with his mind made up, 
the departure will generally be involuntary, quite obviously. The division between 

voluntary and involuntary departure might seem clear-cut, but examples given by 
interviewees reveal complications. 

Problems of information constitute an initial difficulty in determining whether the 

departure has been voluntary or not: 

Something has happened; quite possibly the media has expostulated a poor 

personal chemistry, and that things haven't worked out for that reason, and that you 

have to make a change. Clear as hell, you don't go shout it off the rooftops that [the 
CEO] was fired; rather, you make a deal, and in that deal there is the clause that he 
has resigned; and then the papers state that he has resigned. /.../ So, 1 mean, you 

really can't define that. 

But intentions surrounding the decision seem to be two-edged. There are always reasons 

for and against departure: 

My case was /.../a little bit different, because eventually, when I left, there was no 

wish that quit. I could invoke this clause, but I mean, when 1 was sitting and I 

contemplating whether 1 should, and I discussed this with [the chairman] if 1 should 
or should not resign, I was very frank. 1 felt that I had to do it so that I could face 
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myself in the mirror when shaving in the morning. But [the chairman] pointed out 
that the clause was to interpreted in retrospect; so when 1 took the decision, I had 
no idea of how it would be interpreted by the board. Then they were, 1 shouldn't 
say grand, because that's the wrong word, but I mean there was no question about 
it. Everyone was clear on the fact that there was a very evident conflict. 

But involuntary departures are anticipated, so pre-emptive actions to avoid that may be 
taken: 

Of course, I had spoken to [the chairman], and had settled things with him. I mean, 
he warned me a little not to take the step, but I felt inside that if I didn't do it now, 
then I could very well end up in the situation. /.../ When 1 tell this story, about 
[another company], then it is, in a way, the second time I was in this situation, you 

know. The first time I took no risks; I played it cool; but the second time, I thought 
this will not work out, or else I will end up here again, so you might as well get out, 
/.../ while you have an alibi. 

"Alibi" here implies having a good reason to exit. In this situation, the CEO referred to 

publicly recognized conflict, between top management and one of the shareholders. 
Recall the CEO that spoke about not only having the possibility of getting another job, 
but also wanted to leave the present position. The same kind of considerations were 

echoed in another CEO's description of his reasons for departure; 

You should be clear on this, that in my situation, it wasn't me going to [the new 

company], as I usually say; but it was me leaving [the old company], I was in a 

situation where I felt that it was time to leave. I had to get out in some way, but 
perhaps this was not the ideal solution. 

Some of the interviewees have stated that they view their functional capacities, as 

CEOs, to have been unimpaired in spite of poor company performances. For example, 
they stated that their strategies were right, and would have been right if they had been 
allowed to continue. Another CEO viewed himself as having exited too early, with the 

following consequences: his successor could not handle the problems as well as he had: 
"I could have run it [the company] for another while. A little more time, and I could 
have straightened out some of these problems, which they have not handled very well." 

Consider the first secluded conversation described in an earlier section. If only 

considering the excerpt, one might ask if the departure was voluntary or involuntary for 
the CEO? Indications of the CEO wishing to leave office is that he described himself as 

initiating the discussion with the chairman, but also his feeling of ease when the matter 
was resolved. On the other hand, in the second quote, he hints at some hope of 
remaining in office when saying that he did not want to start a fight to remain in office. 
Another CEO was very explicit about the difficulty of distinguishing between types of 
departure when he said, "I don't know if I offered to resign or not. From his [the 
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chairman's] perspective, it might have seemed so. Really, I don't know who took the 
initiative." Maybe it is more proper to speak of this situation as one where a departure 
seems inevitable, although undesirable. 

During the phase of taking action, a sense of inevitability of the departure is 

gradually constructed. When problematic departures are described by those interviewed, 
in retrospect, the description is often in terms of inevitability, rather than resulting from 

voluntary or involuntary actions. The departure develops as the sole possible choice for 
resolving a problem. This may be viewed as the goal of political and symbolic action: 

I made the decision when I decided not to vote for [the proposition]. I understood, 
in addition, that I was signing my death sentence at [the company]. It was perfectly 
clear that there was no return for me; there wasn't you know. 

This contrasts with departures that did not come about, such as the first mentioned, 
to where the CEO offered resign, but his offer was not accepted. In another of the 

examples, the chairman wanted to end tenure, already after six months, but was 

persuaded by an influential director to give the CEO at least a year to prove himself. 
There are many descriptions of inevitability. One CEO described receiving criticism 

from one of the major shareholders: "I mean, when I had read that fax in the morning, I 
knew then that it was over." Another CEO was described as impossible: "He had 
conflicts in all directions, both vertically and horizontally; and that made him end up as 

an impossible person." When somebody is impossible, it follows that a departure is 
inevitable. 

Lack of trust seems to be a potent ingredient in creating inevitability. Recall the CEO 
who of the opinion "that it wasn't possible to continue. Partly because thewas 

confidence of external stakeholders in me and [the company] had been so strongly 
affected, and because I had myself become affected." Another CEO describes the low 
level of support that he received from the directors: "When this all broke loose, it was 

soon pretty evident that it couldn't work out." Thus, sometimes there seems to be an 

extreme urgency, as for example, when ousting the incumbent is more important to than 

finding a replacement. This is the case when especially discrediting properties have 
been attributed to a particular person. 

Sometimes inevitability does not imply immediate exit. It takes a longer time: "I got 
into touch with an executive search consultant, and said that its all over now, so now 

/.../ you'll have to find me something." One CEO was confronted with the rumour that 
he was to depart: 

There was this rumor that appeared saying that I was to depart because we were to 
be merged with [another large company], /.../ 1 knew that this was not going to 
last. Probably he [the chairman] knew that too. He had been in touch with 
directors, and had said, "This isn't working out; he has no vision; people in [the 

company] would be happy if he were to quit." [He said] that my management style 
was outdated. 
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Thus shared perceptions of inevitability seem to be viable cues for exit. The political 
situation may be such that there is no doubt as to whether to depart or not: 

To depart was evident, since I didn't have the mandate of [the bank], because we 

were on extremely bad terms. They had threatened me with reprisals, against me 

personally, so there was no friendship at all left between us; /.../ so they acted 

incredibly roughly. Thus, it was an impossibility; and since they remained 
creditors, my stay was impossible. On the other hand, I had the confidence of [the 
other bank]. 

Finally, inevitability is often described as having an emotive property. One CEO 
recalled a moment from the end of his tenure: 

Then we arrived at the annual meeting, and then I thought that 'damn, they wont 
get me this time.' There really wasn't any type of criticism that were directed 
towards me. I don't think that I can see it as a victory. I held this long speech and 
stepped down into the audience afterwards, and /.../ 1 felt that it was a kind of 
Pyrrhic victory, because afterwards, I knew that it was over. Then we changed the 
chairman, and 1 had a conversation with him a short time after, and I said, "to hell 
with this, 1 quit". 

Inevitability may of course be constructed, in retrospect, as a justification for a 

departure; but it may also be an assessment made in the process. Either way, to describe 

departures as inevitable complicates the distinction between voluntary and involuntary 

departures. 

7.9. Centrality and taking action 

The centrality of the CEO-role, as described in the former chapter, influences action in 
the departure process. The fact that the centrality of the position creates an attachment 
that is difficult to substitute or replace is important. This is seen, for example, when 

mergers trigger departures, because the positions offered to CEOs as alternatives (e. g. 
as in charge of sub-units) are significantly too low in status'4. 

The centrality of individuals to the firm is also present when taking action. The CEO 

may have become a highly credible representative of the firm, for example. One of the 
interviewees described how the departure of a CEO worried important shareholders, as 

"then [they] became incredibly excited and said, 'what the hell, now you have created 
this structure and then you are leaving. /.../ We find that extremely troubling.'" The 

14 Cf. Hambrick & Cannella (1993) and the mechanism of relative standing. 
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departure can also have a central role in the biographic continuity of the individual. One 
CEO recounted a story about an ancestor who, in a new job as head of a traditional 
Swedish company, found that "he went there and observed that the owners treated the 
workers like shit. He resigned, presumably for ideological reasons." 

The consequences of the assumption of the CEO's positions centrality are most 

clearly seen in the creation of loyalty, and the generation of grave emotions. 

7.9.1. Loyalty 

In the interviews, I found descriptions of a bond between the individual and the 

position, which seems to be dependent on a sense of personal responsibility—perhaps 
best described as a form of loyalty. Choosing to depart is described in some instances as 

being contingent on such a loyalty. The influence of loyalty seems to work in opposing 
directions. On the one hand, loyalty may slow down the departure process, as when the 
CEO is urged to stay on; but on the other hand, may speed up the process. 

In arguments that describe when loyalty slows down the departure process, the CEO 
can be viewed as being bonded to the corporation by loyalty. Loyalty is thus some form 
of sticky matter that keeps people physically in place. Leaving the corporation would be 
a breach of loyalty. A chairman mentioned that he made demands on the CEO to stay on 

for another year: "[I] said that now you have to work like this and this, or else I will not 
do be chairman for another year. He tried to follow [my directions], but it was of course 

frustrating [for him]." When asked why he stayed on so long as CEO in a company that 
was plagued by poor performance and political turmoil, the former CEO answered, "I 
made up my mind to save the company, since for me, it was the achievement of my 

lifetime." But he also mentioned his loyalty to the chairman: 

I had thoughts of quitting then, but 1 also had shares in the firm, and [the chairman] 
thought that I had been exceptional towards him during the years and in addition, 1 
thought that it would have been almost sleazy to let him down then. But today 1 

regret not having resigned immediately when [the acquisition] came about. 

Future prospects for action also stimulate staying in a position. One CEO said, "I had no 

interest in leaving [the company], because 1 felt that there was more, so to speak, to do, 
even though I had been there for seven or eight years". 

Another CEO coupled loyalty to a form of sensed responsibility to his colleagues, 
rather than to the organization: "Why didn't I just take my hat and leave? It can be 

compared to women who are married to alcoholics. You have a sense of responsibility 
to your colleagues." Such individuals may describe themselves as dedicated to ends and 

purposes that lie beyond those personal to them, as well as those of the corporation: 
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It's probably part of my philosophy; if you've accepted a leadership [position], not 
a management [position], but leadership where you have bottom-up support; and 
you, together with other persons, have decided on a vision, an idea, a goal to reach, 
then it is really important, to me, that you are there to see it through. It does not 
mean that you have to stay after the goal has been reached. 

Loyalty may also slow down the process after the decision to depart has been made. In 
such sense, loyalty constitutes "sticking around". For example, a CEO mentioned that 
he had the following consideration when the decision to depart was made: 

I had no reason or wish to hurt the company. On the contrary. I was glad to 

participate in a smooth transition, and to stay until a new CEO has been appointed. 

Another CEO described how the strategic reorientation he had brought about generated 

loyalty—to the strategic orientation of the firm, and a consequent need to stay on in the 
firm: "I already knew it, the day that I stood up and said no; so I felt a great 
responsibility for this plan to turn out right". 

Loyalty is not only a "sticky substance," it is also described as a "lubricant" that can 

speed up the departure process. Such acceleration is described in two ways. The first is 
where, for example, the "persona" of the CEO seemed to have been spoiled, which was 

widely recognized: 

Then 1 left [the company] because you are, particularly in a [large public 

company], dependent on the confidence of the public, which the debate in the 
media eroded very quickly.. 

But personality may be spoiled not only in an external sense. One of the CEOs 
mentioned in the interview a threat to his personality: 

Perhaps it is difficult for some to understand, but if I had been (I'm putting this in 

quotes) smarter, I of course could have stayed in the CEO position at [the 
company]; but then I would have sacrificed some very important parts of myself, of 
my values and my ideas. 

Similarly, as another CEO said, "to spare the [company] and everyone else as well as 

myself, it was just as well that I left." The loyalty of the CEO towards the corporation 
demanded that he leave. A CEO perceived that unity from the dyad was required, and if 
this was not possible, then he should leave: 

The only way to dissociate myself [was] to quit. I just couldn't say, 'I don't agree 

with what [the chairman] /.../ is saying'; you just can't do that. 
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The second type of instance, when loyalty of the CEO speeds up the process, is where 
the CEO has the same kind of commitment to a particular idea or project that slowed 
down the process, but where this idea is, so to speak, violated; and thus "forces" the 
CEO to leave. 

7.9.2. Grave emotions 

In the accounts, separation from the CEO position represents a major event (centrality) 
in the history of the interviewee, as well as in the company. Departures are described as 

producing strong emotions. 
One CEO described the period of poor company performance, which preceded his 

departure, in grave emotional terms: "There were many times that I, when driving in the 
car, /.../ was in such despair that I cried, because everything was so extremely bad; so I 
just sat there crying like hell in the car, going home in the evening." He also described it 
as "going through a very serious illness". As now explained, the theme of illness leads 
to the theme of mortality. 

In the accounts, there are several kinds of allusions to mortality, made by 
interviewees. Firstly, there are explicit references to suicide1,5 as consequences of forced 

departures16. A CEO described forced departures, and their effect on departing CEOs 
thus: "Some CEOs that have experienced this become entirely crushed. I saw a couple 
of suicides during this period." Another informant mentioned the case of a CEO with a 

long tenure: 

I mean [one CEO] killed himself. /.../ I was very upset when he was asked to 

leave. You should be very aware, and not put people at risk, and not allow people 
to risk going to such extremes. I mean, there are cases where a management 
position in a company becomes of overarching importance for a person's self 
perception, /.../ That's why it is immensely important that you try to handle this 
situation in such a way so that the CEO you are asking to leave is not only 

financially compensated, but also psychologically. 

not The interviewee only singled out forced departures as stressful (with serious 

possible consequences, as mentioned), but also stressed the importance of the process of 
managing a departure. A forced departure thus implies dealing with strong emotions. A 
chairman described his recollection of an instance of anxiety, when asking a CEO to 

15 Glaser (1969:261) sees suicide as a consequence of bearing an excessive stigma. Cf. the discussion on 

degradation in the following chapter.
16 The story about a former CEO, who died in the early eighties, has figured in several accounts that I 
have heard. Not merely in the interviews, but also in other contacts, when I have mentioned my project. 
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leave his position (something that he described as "tough"). His thoughts are described 

using the strong imagery of suicide and murder: 

I was involved in a company long ago where I was chairman, and where the 
company was the CEO's life. So when I went there, I was thinking that either he 

[the CEO] will shoot me afterwards, or else he will shoot himself. Hence, I was a 

bit worried, but neither thing happened. He coped with it much more calmly than I 
had expected. 

The gravity of the decision is also found in CEO's metaphorical language to describe 
reactions in connection with departure, using imagery such as seeing oneself in the 
mirror17. Issues dealing with identity were brought up. One interviewee stated the 

following: 

When thinking about this, and discussing it [with my chairman] whether I should 

resign or not, I was very frank. I felt that I needed to do it so that I could face my 

image when shaving in the morning. 

Another brought up the same kind of description, when recounting a telephone call that 
he had with a director the day after a meeting of the board of directors, which was filled 
with conflict and disagreement: 

[A director] of course called me the day after and said that "You can be entirely 
clear on this, that we are never going to forgive you." I replied "I can imagine that, 
but on the other hand, perhaps I can look at myself in the mirror when shaving. 
Perhaps that's worth something." 

The grave emotions that are described in the accounts indicate that the centrality of the 
CEO position not only serves to make an attractive position, but also to make the 

separation difficult, and the task of asking (or forcing) a CEO to relinquish his position 
both delicate and unattractive. 

7.10. Conclusions 

This chapter is about the phase of taking action. In taking action during a process of 
departure, the shareholders, the board of directors, the mass media, and the family of the 
CEO are involved. I have singled out the chairman of the board and the CEO as being 

particularly important. As mentioned, together they form a dyad; or in formal terms, 

they become bonded, maintaining a significant relationship, which is fundamental to the 

17 

Compare this with Scott's (1990:209 f.) account about the strong emotions ("intoxicating feelings") 
associated with contesting of authority. 
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departure process. The chairman seems to have the principle responsibility for the 

departure process, given him by the board of directors. 
Amongst the CEO and chairman, a division of responsibilities appears to be 

important for a sense of balance between them: neither interfering too much with the 
other, but neither becoming isolated from the other. There are other lines, drawn by 
each, between the professional and the private person. The positions are also linked in 
terms of career, since the success of the CEO is also considered the success of the 

chairman—and since, for the CEO, a successful period can be followed by becoming 
chairman of the board. Dysfunctions occur when the delineations become muddled for 
various reasons, such as different interests, or different concepts of how the corporation 
is to be run. 

I began by pointing out how the departure moved from sensing to taking actions 
when the actors started to communicate their impression. The evaluation involves 

ambiguities concerning the standards according to which evaluation is to be carried out. 
Such standards are described as either of a factual character such as benchmarks for 

performance, but evaluation also implies using "hunches" and feelings described as 

gathered through experience. Sensitive issues make inclusion of persons in evaluation 
difficult. To deliver critique of the CEO easily becomes associated to not having trust or 
confidence in the CEO. The sensitivity of critique would lead to the evaluation of the 
CEO to be secluded since doubts in the capacities of the CEO are easily seen as a lack 
of trust. The kind of trust that is considered essential for the CEO to remain in position. 

Evaluation moves to negotiation, and to a corrective conversation. Then there 
follows some form of decision to proceed with departure. Such a decision is off-set by 

public attention; changes in how the most fundamental issues of the firm are conceived; 
and finally, how the chairman and CEO perceive their positions, versus the perception 
of the board. Here there is a secluded conversation, where a departure is discussed in 
frankness. This discussion can involve determining whether there will be negotiations 
for compensation. 

I also recognized that the accounts included descriptions of offers to depart that were 

not accepted. The idea of the decision to depart brings up the question of the motives 
behind the decision. I thus discussed the way that departures are conceived of as 

voluntary, involuntary, or even inevitable. How these conceptions are presented 
influences the justification of the departure. 

The centrality of the position, described in conjunction with the role-assumptions in 
the preceding chapter, now becomes important in taking action: firstly, through the 

production of loyalty (both to speed up and slow down the process); and secondly, 
through grave emotions, which centrality seems to produce. The departure is seen as 

something very important, as well as difficult and unsettling. Once a departure has been 

implemented a public announcement follows. 



 



CHAPTER 8 

Departing and recommencing 

After the fireworks; hur mycket enklare är inte livet, och hur mycket svårare. 
Hur mycket renare och hurfruktansvärt.1 

Dag Hammarskjöld 
Vägmärken,/?. 131 

8.1. Introduction 

This chapter presents two phases in the departure process: namely, the phases of 
departing and recommencing. When a board of directors has formally recognized a 

departure, the event is publicized, since it is an obligation for public companies to report 

important changes in top management without delay. Thus, if the announcement of the 

departure is to be delayed for some reason by those who have influence over it, then the 

departure must not be brought to the formal agenda of the board. Once publicly 

presented, the departure becomes utterly manifest. Following that publication, the 

departure is practically irreversible2 and, in the case of large corporations, becomes a 

widely known event that is enacted in public settings rather than in the restricted context 
that may characterize the earlier phases. During the departing phase and the following 

recommencing phase, the departure process comes to include actions that are much 
more visible than the actions of the earlier phases. 

8.2. Departing 

8.2.1. Public presentation of the departure 

The public announcement of the departure raises considerable public attention. Often 
that attention is anticipated, but its extent is sometimes described by the interviewed as 

' 
In the translation of Leif Sjöberg and W. H. Auden: " 'After the fireworks'; how much simpler life is, 

how much more difficult, how much purer, and how much more terrifying." 
Logically there are no obstacles to a reversal, but the norms surrounding the departure make such a 

reversal most unlikely. 

2 
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unexpectedly great. This does not preclude the possibility that the potential departure of 
a CEO may not have been discussed publicly before the actual announcement. 

The accounts of the interviewed describe the public attention following the 
announcement as a stirring personal experience. A departed CEO who calls the 

departure "dramatic" explains that the effect was caused by the departure being "front 
page news in the papers." The attention paid to problematic departures is described as 

undesirable by the informants and is even associated with a sense of degradation. One 
CEO interviewed links the degrading aspects of public exposure to financial 
compensation: 

It's no fun. Even if you get a couple of million in so-called golden parachutes, 
there are probably many that rather would avoid this parachute and evade "public 
execution" /.../ from the point of view of the family. I mean there are children who 
suffer because of this. The family, wife, and so on. The descriptions of the mass 

media are very simplistic. 

Thus, even if a problematic departure entails generous compensation in monetary terms, 
this particular CEO finds that an uneven balance was struck. Recalling the reception of 
the news of his departure in the papers, another CEO describes the reaction as 

"enormous." It appears almost impossible to escape such attention; this former CEO 

argues that, as a CEO, he was "the symbol of the [company] /.../I was too public to just 
sneak out like that." 

There are typical moves in the release of information. A CEO describes two types of 
information that he was involved in giving: First, he states, a press release was issued 
the same day that the departure was agreed upon in a secluded conversation, but also the 

company distributed a letter he wrote to all employees. In general, there appears to be 
no great need for an information plan, since news about a departure is quickly relayed. 
According to one of the former CEOs, "Since a statement to the press was issued, 
everybody read about it in the papers the next day, [so] there was no need for prior 
information." But the public presentation of the departure may involve more than a 

press release, so it is sometimes followed by a press conference. 
The press conference may be an elaborately staged event. A CEO mentions how the 

announcement of the departure was prepared over one weekend by a joint effort of the 

company's public relations department and specially hired consultants. Typically, there 
is a surge of interest in the event, and there may be great interest and questions from the 

press.3 A CEO describes how, shortly after the announcement of his departure, he 
delivered an earlier planned lecture in Stockholm and noticed: 

An incredible commotion /.../ It was a damn mess with everything. TV cameras 

and the whole shit. /.../ Nobody was interested in the lecture that I was to hold. 

3 See the chapter on departures in the business press. 
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The information in statements accompanying the announcements can be elaborate 
works of rhetoric. We have already seen this as a hindrance in determining whether 
departures are voluntary or not. One CEO reflects on this kind of practice: 

The company always tries to give its statement a finish so that it looks less prone to 
conflict than it is. But the papers get a hang of that darned quickly /.../ So it was 

crystal clear. I found that it was in all respects correct reporting on the whole thing, 
as I experienced it. 

Managing information about the departure involves more than delivering expedient 
phrases to the press; there are other means for conveying information about the 
character of the departure. For example, staying on in the position after the public 
announcement may be seen as a signal of a voluntary departure. A CEO describes how 
he stayed on in his position 

to mark that the retreat was in some sense organized. There is a difference between 

just walking out on the [same] day, that's like being kicked out for irregularities 
/.../ I thought that it was not about that. I had announced this in advance and I 
could "hold the fort" since I had a good relation to the company. 

The presentation of the departure may be directed towards specific audiences, such as 

the shareholders. A CEO considers the way the handover to his successor was 

presented, in particular its importance in convincing shareholders that the departure was 

not influenced by conflict. (According to the CEO, some shareholders had sold of large 
blocks of shares when the news of the change broke.) He states: 

1 mean, that changeover was damn important or else they would think that 1 had 
left because of something, well, some split with the board or something like that. 
That we had a difference of opinions, they were afraid of that. 

By providing additional information, the presentation may reduce the ambiguity about 
the reasons for leaving. There are many streams of information about the departure that 
need to be managed. An experienced chairman points out that he finds that silence is of 
greater importance for the departing CEO ("for the individual who has been kicked 

out") than for the company: 

For him, it is important that you do not give any interviews to the press or are 

tempted to speak out on why it has gone wrong. [You] should say as little as 

possible in order not to hurt his future opportunities; it is a kind of very human 
consideration that you have to show. Then you have to say the minimum to the 
environment, so that these individuals, at least in the eyes of the public, will be able 
to go on. It is also an issue of self-esteem: [they] can think that it is bloody nasty to 
be asked to quit. 
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Considerations of the ethical valuation of the departure's consequences can thus 
function as arguments for restricting the flow of information about the departure. In the 
account given by a chairman, the ethical arguments match functional ends; both lead to 

moderating the information released by the corporation about a problematic departure: 

What do you think candidates who could think of working for [the company] 
would make of me: "If I don't succeed he will cut my throat in public as well." /.../ 
You should not /.../ hurt yourself by publicly saying that if somebody fails here we 

will hang him out in the media; we do not want that. Then you cannot get good 

people. That is a very important point. 

However, in the rendition of one chairman, some are seen as having a greater claim on 

information about the former CEO than others—for example, those asking for 
references: 

If someone calls me [to ask for references], and they have, /.../ [They ask] "Tell 
me, but why did he quit and is he useful". Well, then I have to be pretty honest. To 

say [for example]: "in [that case] I did not work out at all because of this and that, 
but the guy has certain talents and capacities so it depends on what you want him to 

do." 

To differentiate the audiences is thus important when considering the reputation of the 

company. This reputation is important for ensuring the availability of candidates for 
future recruitment needs, if such a need appears. The chairman singles out 

"sophisticated circles" (the pool from which potential CEOs and other top managers are 

supposedly recruited) as a particular audience for information concerning departures: 

Even in sophisticated circles, those who participate in making the decisions, 
influencing things, they must think that you handle a CEO succession in a fair way 

towards the departing CEO, and in such a way that you are perceived as attractive. 

Secrecy is one mechanism for ensuring a proper distribution of information. As the 
same chairman continues: 

Secrecy about certain things is absolutely essential. About the business of 
customers, but also about the pros and cons of employees. It is a question of 
integrity as well /.../ The media always says that "You are a public company so 

you have to tell us about everything". The hell we will. We have to show 
consideration to the people. The media representatives recognize that too, but they 
are just doing their job. They want dramatic stories and then you are not to walk 
into that trap. 
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Other informants mention further aspects of secrecy. The problematic departure is 
described as having properties that seem to make it a sign of uncertainty, the kind of 
uncertainty that instigates search behavior. 

Generally you can say that a dimension has entered the company that usually is not 
there. Because things have turned into a real mess, a manager has been removed, 
and of course whoever comes in there wonders if something is wrong with the 

company or with his predecessor or even with the board or those that did it. /.../ 
[He] has to find out what the hell is wrong here, and maybe there was nothing 

wrong with the [previous] chap — maybe there was something else. 

Such uncertainty is typically valued negatively, and secrecy can be employed to reduce 
it. 

Departures are sometimes associated with images of defilement when informants 
describe the public presentation of the event. The departure is, for example, a case of 
"dirty laundry" that needs cleaning, since the soil is described as affecting the internal 
system of the firm: 

No one reads as much about [the company] as the [company's] employees and the 

[company's] customers. The hell we shall wash our laundry in front of them. They 
must work on and deal with the future and not think of history. /.../ Forward, focus 
on the new manager and his views and what he wants to achieve. 

The view of the firm's history, here seen as undesirable, will be a subject for later 
consideration. In the interview accounts, the association with defilement does not stop 

at the level of dirty laundry. A situation mentioned by one of the interviewed is that if 
the successor speaks of the actions of the predecessor in public, there seems to be a 

good chance that it will be interpreted as an instance of throwing "shit."4 Grime is 

replaced by scatological imagery: 

Then the good [predecessor] had the bad taste to throw shit on TV. /.../ Now this is 
a moral issue: I wouldn't dream of, neither internally or externally, to throw shit on 

my predecessor. Because you always find things that you can change or that you 

can do better. I think it was like kicking at somebody who's down. /.../ It's not 
really fair. /.../ Of course he should change things so that they match his way of 
working. But you do not have to heap over loads of shit like he did. Most [have] 
forgotten it /.../, but it was like a thorn in my side. 

The same language is used by another CEO when reflecting on how and why his name 

appeared in the mass media after the departure: 

4 Note the characteristic of defilement. 
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In some way I felt that 1 wanted to give my view of why 1 left and in what way; 
there was a lot to say about [the company] that was pretty nasty. Somehow I felt 
that it was damned that it was me leaving the job /.../ So I chose not to just shut up 

and disappear. I could not resist giving my view of it. /.../I did not want to hurt the 

company, neither did I want to throw shit at somebody, but still. 

The imagery of "dirt" is also described as associated with repudiation: "Suddenly 

people that I have had a trusting relationship with /.../ suddenly [they] turn against me 

and try to soil me." The dirt associated with departure may become a smear. A chairman 
describes that as a hazard: 

But to smear somebody in the media, [considering that] the impact of the media [is 
tremendous]. In particular in these juicy and dramatic cases, /.../ If I said that he 
was not entirely reliable, [that] he has gone behind my back, or that he can't 
cooperate. It could make for some very nasty headlines. 

The public image of departure exposes the actions of stakeholders involved in a 

political struggle over the image of the departure process. One of the interviewed 
describes how releasing information about the departed is conceived of as a move in a 

conflict between the departed and some other party: 

In many cases it is those that have crossed or come into conflict with him, so to 

speak. You often see /.../ it's not the unions that go public and say something, it is 
individuals. Some, because they want to retaliate or they have some other reason to 

pick on somebody. 

The scatological imagery seems to indicate an urge to forget and move on after the 

departure without any undesirable reminders of faults. 

8.2.2. Separating 

The ties between the CEO and the position in the company can be described as being 

gradually "untied." From the interview accounts, it is possible to learn about different 
forms of separation between the CEO and the position.5 One is when the departing CEO 
ceases to perform the tasks and duties of the position, something that I label the 

functional separation of the CEO from the position. This functional separation does not 

necessarily have to coincide with a physical separation from the "top floor office" or 
from ceremonials that sometimes symbolize separation. 

Interestingly enough the ties between the structural concept office and the physical place become 
evident here. 

5 
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There is latitude not only in when the CEO is to start retracting from his functional tasks 
and responsibilities, but also in the pace at which it all proceeds. This means that the 
CEO may discontinue in either a smooth or sudden manner. 

One ideal for transitions, mentioned in the interviews, is the elimination of 

discontinuity that sudden separations entail. A CEO recounts that he wanted to 

contribute to a smooth transition by staying in his position until a successor had been 
found. But, he adds, "Then we all realized that I was mentally totally gone and then 

[somebody] came in as acting CEO and then I left." The discontinuation of functional 
responsibilities is not only described as influenced by the mental disposition of the 

departing CEO. It is also tied to the power position of the CEO. For example, a CEO 
who explains that he stayed on in his position to signal that he had not left his position 

unwillingly and in chaos recounts his regrets: 

Now afterwards I can say that I should not have done [this]. It was so awful /.../ 
talk about being a lame duck. I might as well not have been there. Top 

management started to regroup. There was unrest. I did not have any mandate. 
Nobody listened to what 1 had to say. So it was just no fun. 

The "lame duck" is a constraint in effecting a smooth transition, since the power of the 
CEO seems difficult to give up gradually. One of the interviewed makes the sardonic 

point that "nobody listens to an old CEO who is on his way out. Just forget it." 
Functional separation of the CEO from his duties may have already taken place 

before public announcement of the departure. One chairman describes such a situation, 
although of only a short duration, in a problematic departure that involved the 
"scandalization" of the CEO: 

I think that he immediately ceased work /.../ No he did not /.../ but he did not 
participate in meetings or anything. I do not remember, but it went very quickly. 

Hence, a leave of absence is described as being used as a temporary separation from 
office, giving the directors time to think and confer. Another former CEO describes 

how, in the case of a problematic departure, he was publicly criticized for earlier actions 
but received public support from the company's board. The public criticism, however, 
was not mitigated by the directors' public demonstrations of faith in the CEO: 

They said, "We have complete faith in him and that's that" /.../ At a later meeting, 
the next meeting, then they said that you have to go on a leave of absence for a 

while, and then this led to me resigning in the middle of [that month]. 

Functional separation would seem to be pressing in such troublesome cases. Yet, even 

in instances of unproblematic succession, the interview accounts point to the need for 
the functional responsibilities to be relinquished by the departing CEO. This seems self-
evident, but in that type of succession it is not uncommon for the president to advance 
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to the position of chairman of the board or to become a director. Such advancement 
insures continuity, but the separation of the departing CEO from his former duties may 

be lost. The presence of old CEOs as chairmen and directors on the board means, 

according to a CEO, that "if you start to involve the board in operational issues, you 

will wind up with an unclear management structure." A concern for maintaining a 

separation is expressed by a CEO when describing his stance after the departure: 

I cut all contacts /.../ for many reasons. I thought it was an obvious thing to do. For 
whatever I would do, there would be some kind of an intervention /.../ there was 

no reason to do that. 

In contrast to the preceding descriptions of continuity problems, there are arguments 

made by the interviewed that speak for smooth transitions. Some accounts relate 

descriptions of the departing CEO and successor as involved in some form of active 
transfer of responsibilities that could be called a bridging or handover. 

The amount of time available for handover to a successor varies. One CEO mentions 

that his successor started to "acquaint himself with the work" a couple of months before 
he officially stepped out from his position, while another CEO started hurriedly into his 
takeover, before actually having finished up in his old position. This was because the 

previous CEO had already left: he says that it was only "natural" and "necessary" that 
he "start and get the work under way." The movement of individuals creates problems 
in timing, and these complications are perhaps inherent to departure processes that 
contain elements of an unexpected nature. 

Part of the handover may be done in a period where the new CEO has not yet 
received the title of koncernchef, as one of the interviewed describes it: 

I saw it as a period for settling in. You have some time to arrive in the company... 
to gradually take the seat as chairman of the subsidiary corporations /.../ and 

eventually, when I had settled in, we would make the final changeover. 

Another also points to this type of relay as an opportunity to test a candidate, since he 
believes that it is easier to change a CEO who has not yet been appointed koncernchef: 
"You have a little bit of freedom if you, contrary to expectations, find a somewhat 
different solution." 

A CEO describes the handover that he was part of when leaving his position as 

working side by side with his successor: 

Yes, I know the chap pretty well—great guy, so we worked side by side for a 

couple of months. On the other hand he knew the operations pretty well, so it went 
pretty quickly. 

Asked what the handover comprised: 
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It was the operations, production and selling [of our products] /.../ But we had 
plant managers and so on /.../ The business was fundamentally very stable; there 
was nothing dramatic about it. 

One ingredient in this type of handover is meeting people. Remember the CEO who 
described how important it was for his successor to meet the shareholders, since the 
news of his departure had created turbulence among them. Other activities that are part 
of a handover include the CEO's participation in meetings of the board of directors. 

The handover can also be very short. A CEO, leaving because of problems with his 
chairman describes speaking to his successor in the following way: 

I remember having an amusing conversation with [my successor] a night before we 

changed and 1 said, "You know, this is what its like, this is how things work." I 
understood that he thought that even if I had problems in handling [the chairman], 
it was not very likely for him. Then he called after six or seven months [and told 
me], "It's a lot worse than you told me." 

Arguments can be made against the handover procedures. One of the interviewed gives 
the following arguments: 

I was CEO, employed, without other ties, and I had to work in a different manner 
and this makes the handover difficult. /.../I have done some handing over, but it's 
done pretty quickly. It's about taking stock of problems, and perhaps, under certain 
circumstances, assessments of persons and such things. But that's done very 

quickly. /.../ The CEO is a very central person. When you sit there with a blank 
desk, suddenly papers that you have to take care of start to appear /.../, [then] 
people come and ask. I mean there's not only the CEO in a company. It is a big 

and team the rest of the machinery is working continually. So you are 

automatically brought into the current situation. 

The view of the handover as an organizationally or structurally "automated" process of 
entry into the position stands in contrast to the other views of the handover described 
here. 

But there is a type of separation that is less about the tasks, doings, and work of the 
CEO and more about appearance. At some point, the CEO will evidently stop visiting 
the office. Some CEOs, of course, may be more closely tied to their corporations 
because they inhabit company-owned residences tied to the position, and which they 
will have to vacate. In that sense, there is an actual physical separation. 

One CEO during the course of the interview is asked whether he had any reason for 
going back to the company after the "secluded conversation." The CEO replies: 

Reason perhaps I had, but it did not seem fitting. It was not possible. It creates 

enormous, should, I say, emotions internally in [the company]. Also for that reason 

it was unfitting for me to show myself. 
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The departure process has given the CEO the appearance of a kind of sign or figure 
loaded with meaning. One remedy to spreading inadvertent messages is to make the 

separation physical—for example, by taking long trips:6 

1 borrowed a [company's] flat and lived in a [metropolis] during the spring with a 

break to get home to hold a birthday party. I was there for approximately two 
months and then we were there for another while a little bit later on. /.../ So what I 

did was to go away [abroad] with my wife and one of my daughters. She studied 

[language], my daughter, and [my wife] and I went to museums and tours. 

That period of "flight" lasted for a number of months. Another takes an even longer 
extended vacation and leaves Sweden for a year. He says: 

So I lived in [a place by the ocean] /.../ which is my favorite place on earth. I 
brought my family and went there. It was the best year of my life. It was terrific for 
me and it was also a great way to turn the page. 

In contrast to those who return to Sweden and new careers, there are those who 

disconnect from Sweden altogether and seek a professional future outside the country: 

I decided to leave Sweden and work abroad. I understood it was impossible in a 

country like Sweden to have a reasonable support and a reasonable pay. This is not 
America. 

Physical separation is tied to how messages are transmitted and managed. The meaning 
of a departure could be influenced by ritual or ceremonial means; however, few 
formalized ceremonies and rituals are mentioned in connection with separation.7 
Nonetheless, the informants give descriptions of actions, bearing on the departures, 
which are imbued with symbolic meanings. One of the CEOs speaks of "the bag" in 
these metaphorical terms: 

We accomplished this handing over, so at the time for the annual meeting I could 
leave my office and welcome him and then I was not there anymore. I had removed 
everything /.../A manager who is leaving should not go idling about the office /.../ 
He had used my office earlier on, you know, but now I removed "my bag." I did 

6 This may be compared to what Powers (1981:284) has described as exemption or what Goldner 
(1965:77) discusses as turning attention to another "self," other than that associated with professional 
activity following demotion. Such alternative conceptions are also possible to notice in the CEO's 
descriptions of recommencing.
7 

Perhaps it is a sign of "normality" and planning that such rituals are allowed to accompany the process. 
Some of this is described in the chapter on annual reports. 
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not have it in the room when I went to the annual meeting and then I have not put it 
there /.../ Even if he still was at [the other company] he just had to show up there 
to put his bag in, so that they felt that there was a chap who's the manager—you 

have to manage this whole signaling system sensibly. 

Such a "signaling system" is described as affecting the internal communications in the 
firm. A CEO gives an account of his departure as largely rid of ceremony and notes that 
his chairman: 

Came to my office with some flowers, tulips, I remember that, otherwise nothing 
/.../I am merely stating that it was meager /.../I believe that they thought that the 
whole thing was embarrassing and then it is better to remain silent. 

However, it is not only actions that come to carry meaning. In the process, the 

separations create a boundary between the corporation and the former CEO—a 

boundary so constructed that it is not to be transgressed. If the boundary is indeed 

overstepped, it appears as an improper infringement. A CEO describes this. He says, 
"No /.../ you have to be quite formal concerning such issues. If you've quit you've 

quit." Which leads to a conclusion that the course of action in a problematic case should 
be as mentioned earlier—cutting all contact—since anything else can be seen as an 

intervention or interference. 

Transgression also has to do with time. In the context of problematic events, the past 
may take on a dubious and lurking characteristic for the corporation. It would seem, 

therefore, that creating separation is one possible defense against such dangers. A 
chairman recounts a conversation with a CEO who was making a problematic departure. 
The conversation concerned the future of the CEO: "[name] we're now talking about 
now and forward, we're not to sit here and discuss what's gone wrong—No! No! That's 
none of your business." Another example is a chairman who describes a decree issued 

by the board of directors in a company that was in the process of a major turnaround; 
among other things, the previous top management had left their positions: 

We forbid the board of directors to speak about the earlier management. We should 
not sit here and be cocky saying that they did so many stupid things, it's a poor 
show. On one occasion there was somebody from top management that said 

something in the media /.../ We have to speak of the future; others can deal with 
history. Besides, it would appear very base to say, in entirely changed 
circumstances, "Oh my, how stupid they were." 

The separations become more manifest when the past is cut off. In the interview 
accounts, the predecessor is seldom mentioned. One example of the complicated status 

of the past occurred when I had completed one of the interviews and the CEO was 

showing me out of his present place of employment. We passed a portrait that I 
recognized as the image of one of his predecessors, so I asked where the portraits of the 
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other former CEOs were to be found. But instead of showing me to a collection of 
portraits,8 he replied that the portrait was the result of mere coincidence and that the 
firm was only concerned with the future and therefore did not paint portraits of former 
CEOs. The departures are thus marks of history, which, with the undoubtedly 

retrospective character of history, are undesirable from the perspective of those who 
look to the future.9 

The interviews, however, include examples of separations arising from departures 
that are seen as undesirable. In one case, which had involved a speedy departure, 
reconciliation was arranged more than two years after the departure. The CEO views the 
reconciliation as instigated by the chairman's need to improve his reputation, which, 
according to the CEO, had been hurt: "I think that it [the departure] has hurt his 

reputation /.../ that's why they came." 
As if attempting to offset the discontinuity created by departure, others mention how 

they have continued their relationships after a departure with persons who were 

involved in that event. Informants emphasize the continuity of personal relations, 
mentioning episodes from social events. One related that he was invited to a big 

birthday celebration and was seated close to a shareholder that he once had problems 
with: "I was invited to his birthday six months ago and was seated almost next to him." 
Another account concerned a top manager who he diagnosed as causing problems that 
had led to the departure: "I was at his birthday party the other day, so, I mean, it's not 
personal." A CEO who departed in connection with a disagreement with his chairman 

mentions, "I have met [the chairman] several times after this and I have a good 

relationship with him. but on this point we have entirely different opinions." And yet 
another mentions how he has returned to the company from which he had suddenly 

departed, and has guest-lectured for the retired employees club. 
These accounts of "becoming a former CEO" have so far described how separations 

develop vis-å-vis the former position and corporation. The phase of recommencing, 
which is the next topic, contains contrasting elements in an environment of new 

contexts and new situations. Yet, it is not without connections with the past -

particularly the descriptions of past degradation following departure and loss of CEO 
status. 

8.3. Recommencing 

The departed CEOs, in retrospect, describe leaving the corporation with mixed feelings. 
The departure may, on the one hand, be described as leading to a feeling of ease: as one 

s Which I had expected and thought would support the idea that the discontinuities created by departures 
are symbolically offset by creating historical chains that integrate the history of the company and its top 

managers.
9 Cf. Lindqvist (1996, particularly p. 122 ff.). 
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CEO said, "I can say that I felt sense of ease when I left that place /.../ because I felt 
that in some way there has to be an end to how much you can fight for something." In 
contrast, others remember departing from the corporation as a trying experience. One 
CEO alludes to such strains proverbially, using a sickness-and-survival metaphor: "You 
have to be damn strong to be fired and get through it alive." The varying emotions are 

tied to how the departing CEOs define and perceive their roles after the departure. 
With the departure announced and the CEO functionally, physically, and 

symbolically separated from the former position, the departure is virtually completed. 
Now disunited, the CEO and the corporation, respectively, pursue different activities. 
Although the CEO has departed from the position, there are still several activities 
related to the departure that remain to be carried out. Many of these deal with individual 
and organizational adaptation (cf. Goldner, 1965). The time after the departure is 
characterized both by separating10 the former CEO from the corporation, as previously 
described, and with recommencing—which means recruiting a successor to the 

corporation and, for the departed CEO, coming to terms with new rules in a new 

structure. While separating to a large extent, means coming to terms with the past, 
recommencing is directed towards the future. For the corporation, it is obviously 

important to recruit a successor, while for the departed CEO, the challenge is to find a 

new role in a new social structure. 

8.3.1. Recruiting a successor 

It is difficult to place recruiting a successor sequentially. Recruitment does not 
necessarily take place when the departure has reached the phase of departing or 

recommencing," it may even be that it takes place much earlier.12 In cases where 

departures have unfolded rapidly, the issue of finding a successor can be a pressing 

problem for the corporation. 
The task of recruiting a successor intertwines with the departure and can both 

constrain and enable the unfolding of the departure process. For instance, the lack of a 

potential successor may slow down the process. One of the interviewed chairmen tells 
of a situation in which he assessed that there were no available candidates for the CEO 

position and explains this as influencing the decision for the hard-pressed CEO to 

remain in his position: 

10 

Compare to Ebaugh's (1988:3 f) use of the terms disengaging and disidentification. 
11 

It would, logically, of course be possible that the availability of a highly suitable candidate for the 
position would be a motive for the departure process to begin. In the interview accounts indications of 
such a mechanism are lacking.
12 This would be the case if succession plans are in place and work out (see Vancil, 1987). 

http:earlier.12
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There's an old and very useful rule that says that you should not move people 
before you have somebody to replace them with. And there was not very much that 
you could find. 

A shortage of readily available candidates means that rapid departures are troublesome 
for the corporation. One CEO describes his interaction with the chairman when 

informing him of his decision to leave: "He understood that this was an offer that you 

couldn't refuse. But he probably thought that I left after an unseemly /.../ short term." 
Clearly, to avoid situations in which there are no available candidates, a proper strategy 

would be to do advance planning for succession. 
The problem of finding a replacement is aggravated since it is not a case of "anyone 

will do," while finding the right somebody is not the easiest of tasks. An informant 
describes his view of the recruitment process from his position as chairman of a large 
Swedish corporation: 

He's now fifty-seven, and in about a year's time one has to ask oneself...we must 
have a person who is a possible successor if [he] is staying on until the age of sixty. 
Longer he must not stay. And if he's present internally, I speak to the [CEO] and if 
externally, well I have some ideas, but it is not impossible that I ask an executive 
search firm to survey what persons there are between forty and fifty, or who are 

between forty and fifty in three years' time. 

The presence of such planning is not the general rule. The interviewed describe 
situations where such planning has either not existed or has just not worked out. After a 

speedy and unexpected departure, those recruiting are left with a pressing problem. A 
chairman who once found himself without a CEO described himself as lucky, since he 

quickly found a replacement: 

There was a very competent fellow who had planned to retire from a company 

where we had interests /.../ he had planned to dedicate himself to his hobbies, but I 
succeeded in persuading him, verbally and financially, so that he took the job. He 
could start working almost immediately, which otherwise could have been a 

problem to recruit. I had to do some extra work during a period of transition. But 
it's often like that; a chairman has to step in when such things happen. 

Another chairman facing the same dilemma does not find a regular CEO at once. 
Instead he recruits an acting CEO who is chosen from among the directors of the 

corporation's board: 

Then there was [a director] on the board that had been [CEO of a large company] 
and [really was] over-aged to be CEO /.../ he promised to act as CEO until the 
annual meeting, the next meeting, and he did so. It was only for a transition period. 
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Yet, the task of finding the "right" one is critical, considering the view taken of the 
CEO's centrality to firm performance, or as one chairman says: "Choose the wrong 

person and you lose a year or a year and a half." The evaluation and prediction of 
individual performance is not without problems.13 One of the interviewed points to the 

difficulty of predicting the social consequences of choosing a particular candidate: 

Often it is easier /.../ to evaluate people's knowledge of facts. That's not the hard 

part /.../ so I think that you can manage that. I believe that when this goes awry it 
is not because the man himself does not know this is that. It goes awry because of 
the so-called personal chemistry and that he does not blend into the team or 
behaves strangely or something like that. 

However, observing such criteria too cautiously when selecting new CEO may 

constrain the progress of the departure process since, in the words of a CEO: "It's not so 

easy to find a CEO that fits all possible criteria." The interviewed mention the option of 
employing recruitment consultants to solve such problems. 

When it comes to the division of labor on the board of directors concerning the 
recruitment process, there are similarities to the departure process in that the chairman 
of the board is the prime mover, or, as one of the interviewed chairmen says, "It is 

always the task of the chairman to find candidates." In the description of an 

unproblematic departure which one of the interviewed experienced, such a division of 
labor is apparent. The informant describes how he was planning to depart from his 

position as CEO, but only to assume the position of chairman; therefore, he viewed it as 

self-evident that he should be the one to recruit the successor: 

I had knowledge about the company and then I recommended my successor, of 
course /.../ since I was to become chairman /.../ so I had the discussion with him 

and then I presented it for the board and also [name] as current chairman. So the 
issue of successor was managed by me since I was to become chairman. 

Although the chairman holds a pivotal role in descriptions of the recruitment process, he 
is not the sole actor involved. Influential directors and groups of directors are also 
mentioned as participating. The executive committee, for example, is mentioned by one 

of the interviewed: 

It is quite clear that the executive committee very directly discusses the issue of 
who the candidates are. With the others, the [discussions] are more scattered; some 

have more experience and more views to share than others. 

13 Please compare with the discussion in conjunction with sensing in the first chapter about the interview 
accounts of the departure process. 

http:problems.13
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The involvement of additional actors may help in generating continuity. For example, 
succession planning for the chairman's position may influence and instigate succession 

planning for the CEO position: 

Yes, a year or so before the CEO was to depart here, I was on the board—I suppose 

that I was vice-chairman. And the plan was that I was to become chairman here as 

well. So it was the chairman and I who prepared this. 

A chairman describes a company where the planning for succession is handled by a 

small group of important directors. The procedure for recruitment seems carefully 
thought out: 

We prefer internal recruitment, but it is not always possible so we also study 
candidates a little outside /.../ that we have on lists. [When asked who has these 
lists the chairman continues] It's a smaller circle. The chairman prepares these 
issues, so primarily I'm the one who has the lists. 

To strategically screen the environment whilst still desiring internal recruitment 
suggests a will to keep the freedom to choose future courses of action. 

Accountability for recruitment is included among the arguments for widening the 
circle of responsibility for the process. The board of directors is seen as accountable for 
successes and failures in recruiting. A chairman who describes himself as formerly 

having failed with his recruitment of a CEO is now very careful to involve the entire 
board: 

It was primarily my fault that we had chosen the wrong person. [He] was the wrong 

guy. So I was incredibly keen on the entire board meeting [the candidate]. We have 
a pretty small board. /.../ [The vice chairman] and I agreed that this is the right 
person so to speak, so I went around and met the others so they also agreed. 

Individual accountability for the decision can thereby be reduced for the chairman. 
What about the involvement of the departing CEO in the recruitment? In the 

accounts of their departures, the departed CEOs are not very concerned with the issue of 
recruiting a successor. An exception is one CEO's adverse experience of confronting 
the influential top management of a divisionally organized company. The task of 
challenging the consequences of the structural arrangements and the CEO's attempts to 

change them is described as influencing the CEO to be concerned about the recruitment 
of a successor: 

What I did was to organize a temporary arrangement with [name] as CEO. And it 
was precisely to avoid that a division head was made temporary CEO, because then 

you would have gotten into a big trouble /.../ That is why the temporary CEO was 

my last measure to stop divisionalization running the [company]. 
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The actors involved in recruitment also extend beyond the board of directors. As 
mentioned, an external actor, the executive search consultant, is brought in. The 
consultant may be used to find out who the potential candidates for a position are, but 
the consultant may also effect a reduction in visibility both for the recruiter and the 
recruitment process. An experienced chairman describes this: 

I do not want to go around personally asking this one and that one, who then says 

no. You don't want any no's. You can tell the recruiting firm that: "I have some 

ideas. That person, that person, that. But you are to ask them, not I." And you are 

to inquire if they are interested because /.../ you stir a lot of dust if you go around 

asking people and they then report to their chairman that I have been asked by him 
there to be CEO of [that company] /.../1 think you use recruitment consultants ever 
more often to anonymously find out if a person is interested in being a candidate. 

Such tasks demand high standards of tact and discretion from the consultants who make 
the inquiries for the recruiting corporations. One of the interviewed is not entirely 

pleased with the consultants he has experienced: 

Some of them are perhaps overly assertive. You need great measures of tact if this 
is to work out. There are examples where [the consultant] has started to speak with 
potential candidates before they have even assured that the person in question is 
even acceptable as a candidate. Then you will have a debacle. 

But the anonymity provided by the recruitment consultant is also useful for a CEO 

planning to leave. A CEO can talk to a recruitment consultant when sensing departure, 
and have the opportunity to avoid a problematic departure. 

Employing a recruitment consultant is not only a remedy to the problems of 
inadvertent visibility, but also to problems of accountability for a recruitment decision. 
Recruitment is perceived as both risky and critical, and the recruitment consultant is 
believed to mitigate at least some of the uncertainty: 

There are many who are afraid not to [choose] correctly so they make an 

evaluation. I mean it is demanding, even if you present a list of only a couple [of 
candidates]. You narrow this down, step by step, to two maybe three first, and then 
perhaps two or one. Already then you have to make a rough evaluation so that you 

get the right person. It also has to do with what situation the company is in. You 
can't just recruit a CEO because he has been CEO or something like that /.../ it is 
an issue of his background and his inclinations. 

While some directors are described as taking pride in doing without the recruitment 
consultants: 
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It is very usual for a headhunter to be involved in the process, perhaps in taking 
references and such /.../ There are very few cases where there have been no 

headhunters involved at all. Then there are those that pretend to be so damn 

competent that they can recruit all by themselves. But I think that's exaggerated. 
You create such tremendous problems by choosing the wrong fellow, so I think 
that most have a damn respect for it. 

One of the chairmen declares that he does not always find the tasks carried out by the 
consultants to be that impressive. He therefore doubts whether the value received in 
return for the fees is very substantial and describes how he, as a director, has intervened 
in a recruitment process and argued for doing without the involvement of consultants. 

Consultants, however, can have additional uses. They can consider the match of 
company and candidate as they gather information about the candidates, positions, and 

companies. As one recruiting chairman describes it: 

You can probe, find out a little bit more about the terms for a person /.../ Quite 
often I've been approached by people that have wanted to get me interested in 
some job. Since they present the company also, it's not only hearsay and they 

explain a bit more. They have acquainted themselves with the company. 

The information may be used for screening—something that takes place in the 

recruiting company, but information that is also important to the candidate. With the 
research information in hand, the consultant is seen as fit to describe the company to the 

potential candidate: 

They do profiles and they conduct analysis. First they sit and find out what it's for, 
how the company is to develop now /.../ so they can present this to a candidate. It 
is a big job. This old thing like calling a friend, I think it is very unusual today. I 
would be very surprised if somebody does that. 

Another CEO views the contribution as substantial and lauds a recruitment consultant 

he had been in touch with: 

I have not been in touch with many of these. He was very exact. He talked it over, 
the job, the role one was to enter, the chairman's role. [He was so] bloody thorough 
with both the chairman and the CEO, so you knew damn well what the rules of the 

game were. 

In the recruitment process, then, the match between the CEO and the position can be 

improved not only through the search and choice of candidate that fits a list of demands, 
but also through the adaptation of the position to the CEO. 
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8.3.2. Getting past the position 

Disengaged and separated, the CEO will appear in some setting "outside" the 

corporation. Unless the departure immediately paves the way to a new position, it is 

important for the departed CEO to find a new position or activity.14 Life beyond the 

position is not always like what the departed CEOs had expected. One of them looks 
back and thinks that he "overestimated the chances of getting a new job, I just thought 
that it would work out somehow." Another emphasizes the strong emotional influence 
of the problematic departure. He says: "It was quite a blow and I became depressed. I 
got a depression, a real depression." 

While the time after departure is sometimes described in terms of losing something 
to do and experiencing troubling emotions, there are, however, no mentions of financial 
loss. Considering the material aspects of his situation after departure, one of the CEOs 

points out that he was well off due to his "parachute": "It's very clear that I had an 

advantageous agreement, so financially it was no trauma for me to do it." Another CEO 

says something very similar, pointing out that "my deal was /.../ such that whatever 
money I made on my own I could keep /.../ which means that I have made more money 

since those days than I ever did before." 
Aside from the lack of financial troubles, the accounts of life after departure are 

decidedly mixed. Two contrasting themes distinguish the accounts. Just as the departure 
can have has negative aspects of degradation and demotion, there are some surprising 
accounts of problematic departures that describe the final departure in terms of 
liberation. 

8.3.3. Liberation 

One way to describe the time after the departure is to call it a kind of liberation. The 
burdensome obligations of the CEO position, be they professional or social, are left 
behind, and time is filled with leisure. There is ample opportunity for the CEO to 

exercise discretion in choice. The concept of discretion in the accounts about the role 
and situation of the liberated chief seem to have two principal components. The first is 
that the choice of what to do is perceived as available; the second is that free time is 
described as attractive. 

The liberated CEO describes being past the position as an opportunity to follow his 
inclinations. One CEO describes the fundamental features of the liberated chiefs 

situation: 

14 

Although, as we have pointed out, this may be an activity that has taken place already at the beginning 
of the problematic departure process ("release the name on the market"). 

http:activity.14
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I wanted to work with some small companies. I never saw that I would have any 

problem with not having anything to do. And financially, I had a deal with [the 

company] /.../I have never been afraid of not having something to do. 

Liberation rests on an argument that takes off from the idea of the CEO as an attractive 

commodity on the labor market. The attractiveness of the departed CEO leads to a 

number of offers from which a choice can be made: 

I was approached by pretty many—you are when you have contacts and some 

experience. So that's not really any major problem in getting a new job. But I was 

intent on working with something of my own. 

The liberated chief may see his experience with the problems that led to departure as the 

development of valuable expertise and knowledge: 

I have also been asked to enter other boards /.../ It shows that you are not entirely 
obliterated in the business. The strange thing is that all that hardship that you 

suffered [when the company was performing poorly] is something that I am using 
now. 

One of the interviewed describes receiving the first offer of a new position as an 

outcome of a sense of loyalty on the part of a former director who was dissatisfied with 
the board's management of the departure and consequently offering the ex-CEO a 

position of director: 

He thought that [the company's] board had not done enough. He wanted to 
underscore that he could do something, [he asked me] "Would you like to become 
a director?" "Yes, thank you," I replied. 

Even though there may be offers, the CEO does not have to take or accept them. The 
character of liberation may rest just as much in choosing to do nothing rather than 

opting to do everything: 

Since [the departure] I have worked as a trouble-shooter for different companies. I 
was offered by [an owner representative] to join the board [of a company] /.../ I 
went in /.../ as chairman, /.../ I have been busy afterwards. It started [after a few 

years], there was a period when I did not do very much /.../ But I have phased out, 
so today I have very little, and I do not want to have [more] either. 

One of the interviewed CEOs was asked whether he was a director in any Swedish 

companies or had other assignments or duties in Sweden. He replied by describing the 
careful considerations that he had made when it comes to choosing what to do: 
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Yes, in my area of specialization. I'm not on any boards of directors because /.../, 
first thing, I find it very boring /.../ because boards are divided into first and 
second-class members. So as a regular director you are just a hostage. It's not 
interesting; I do not want to work in that way. I simply find it interesting to work, 
to be an executive. 

Some of the CEOs, in recounting their new careers after departure, emphasize positive 
emotions such as "fun" or "excitement" in their roles and careers. Such emotions may 

be tied to the same feelings of discretion and choice: 

I own half of one company /.../ [in another] I am just chairman, but we have very 

few meetings /.../ What the hell, I'm lazy too, I don't want to have so much to do 
/.../I don't yearn for that. I hate going to all those dinners with the board and such 
stuff. There's nothing that I hate more. I'd much rather spend time at home with 
the family and the children. I think that is much more fun. 

But the sense of fun and excitement may also derive from the novelty of the situation, 
or, as a departed CEO describes it: 

I have taken on consulting assignments that I have found interesting. I've had 
lectures for perhaps three and a half [to] four thousand people. In many lectures 
/.../I have been /.../ appreciated /.../ It has been pretty fun and a way to influence 
and develop. 

Not only is choice important; free time is also described in attractive terms. Being past 
the position is in part described as enjoying a quieter life than that of the CEO. Even if 
there is nothing to do, it does not necessarily imply a state of dread as described in the 
interview accounts. The quiet life may be put in contrast to the wear and tear of the 
demands made on the CEO in his position. Being past the position means, in the words 
of one interviewed, that: "I prefer to take it a bit easier, because you cannot cope with 
the pressure and the stress for ever /.../ these jobs have been pretty tough." Another 
CEO puts it this way: "I believe that life is about more than working /.../ you live 

longer too." The arguments may be combined to make an even stronger argument for 
being past the position as a pleasant and not stressful condition: 

I had some time off/.../ I had my severance and almost immediately I received 
different types of offers, primarily for consultancy and directorships. Then you are 

pretty tired after a thing like that. So I was supported for a number of years, so I 
didn't think that I needed to get going right away. 

A quiet life afterwards is thus described as both reward and remedy. One CEO set out 
on a long holiday after his departure as the first priority. This recess was then followed 

by offers from which he could choose. According to his description: 
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I took a lot of time off during spring and then later during summer. I had been 
offered a great number of directorships. So I took a couple that I thought were most 
interesting. I probably said "no" to two thirds /.../ I accepted only what I thought 
sounded interesting. 

The importance of choice also resounds in another CEO's description of how he no 

longer is pressed by having to deal with "a hundred things at once" and traveling much 
less "now I can choose myself, I decide how much I want to [work]. I choose myself 
and I choose to work with fun things." Not only is work described as improving, but so 

also is private life: 

I have seen that since I quit I have come to have an entirely different private life as 

well. I mean I have a much more fun life now really /.../ My private circle of 
friends and my social life is up several notches. I'm having a much better time. 

It is worth noting that many of the departed executives find themselves active as 

advisors, consultants, directors, and lecturers. That means performing tasks that are not 
tied to positions that incorporate the individual into organizations. Some executives are 

entrepreneurial and own companies of their own, thus creating for themselves the 

positions they find suitable. 

8.3.4. Degradation 

Some descriptions of being past the position are very different from liberation. In these, 
the time after departure is instead described as rid of opportunities caused by, or 

resulting from, degradation. This difference is also related to the orientation of the 
accounts towards history and future. While the opportunities described as available to 

the liberated chief lead to an orientation towards the future, the degraded CEO exists 

largely in relation to the old, now vacated, CEO position. In such a sense it is very 

correct to call the degraded CEO an ex-CEO. 
The descriptions of the role of the degraded CEO stand in great contrast to how the 

CEO role was characterized in terms of centrality and desirability. Degradation and 
defilement seem to be integral to descriptions that may be tied to the role of the ex-
CEO. As one CEO expresses it: "When you have been fired, then all your views, your 
ideas and experiences are just rubbish," then he adds, "which of course is not true," as if 
attempting to offset the legitimacy of the allegedly rigid character of the imposition of 
roles. Degradation is also connected to public exposure. One CEO, for example, 
describes himself as having been the victim of a "pretty spectacular witch-hunt" in 
connection with the departure. Already the great amount of attention was seen as 

degrading as well as the presentation of critique that was seen as polluting, as 

mentioned in the earlier section describing the public presentation of departure. 
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One familiar role-construct is found in the descriptions of degradation - that of the 

scapegoat. A CEO describes how he after the departure perceives himself as cast in a 

scapegoat role, while the chairman and other important stakeholders are presented as 

trying to "get away by blaming what happened on me." This is something that the CEO 
interviewed evaluates as "pretty nasty." Another of the interviewed sees the CEO role 
itself as containing a duty to function as scapegoat: 

I was not part of the company's board until [the end]. Then I had to take the blame 
for all the shit, it was like I had participated in making all the [decisions]. Now you 

can say that /.../ a CEO has to take all this shit. When you stand there hit by the 

tempest you feel that it is unfair. But it really means that you are protecting a 

number of other people. /.../ Take a look in the annual report and you will see that 
there are a number of prominent people who have been on this board during the 
years and have had the chance to make the decisions that have led to this failure 
and there still on and they are still prominent. Then you have to expect that there is 
some poor devil that they have to load the shit on, such is the game. 

The character of degradation is such that it is described as taking place outside the 
discretion of the CEOs.15 There are, however, some descriptions of attempts to resist. 
Some of the interviewed emphasize that they had leeway in choosing and inventing 
their roles and thereby resisting degradation. One role-construct raised in the interviews 
in connection with this resistance is that of "the loser" which the CEOs apparently sense 

that they may be associated with. One of the interviewed says: 

Really, I never feel that I would be a kind of a loser. 1 lost my job in [the 

company], of course, but there never really was any alternative there, if I had not 
sacrificed myself. 

Another CEO also comes to discuss whether he was a loser or not in terms of choice: 

I would like to say that I do not feel myself like a loser, but I can't say that I'm a 

winner either, but I'm definitely not a loser /.../ If I walk out and I feel like a 

beaten dog then I will also be treated like a beaten dog. 

Degradation is associated with isolation from personal relations. The interviewed 
describe a lack of offers of new jobs and positions as well as invitations and other social 
initiatives as following upon the problematic departures. One CEO describes this as it 
becoming "suddenly dead silent." The character of such a "silence" is intriguing and 

15 

Self-degradation is perhaps a possibility, but not something that I have found in my material. 
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ambiguous, since it in part resembles the alternative of liberation the CEO also 
describes the silence as "an incredible relief.'"6 

How is degradation then to be characterized? Perhaps it is more readily sought in that 
the influence of the degraded in reversing it is small. The degradation of the CEO is 

explained by one of the interviewed as resulting from an inversion of the attractiveness 
of the CEO: 

If you've left and you've been in charge of [one of Sweden's largest firms] there is 
no one around to offer you a job in [any smaller companies]. Forget about that. 
Then the career as active CEO is over, and then you will have to start thinking 
about something else. 

In this sense, isolation is explained only in relation to the former position. Degradation 
is also related to the public exposure of the departure. A CEO, who earlier in the 
interview had mentioned that his name had been "ground to dust" after the departure 
was asked to develop in what way he had come to know and experience such a grinding 
down of his name: 

Yes, but I noticed it in the sense that there were no elegant offer of jobs coming in 
/..../ I mean, if you've been scorned in a country like Sweden it will take a long 
time for that to wear off, so to speak. 

Such a description portrays a view of the degraded CEO as stigmatized. Another former 
CEO describes how he was recruited as an advisor to the CEO of a large corporation a 

few months after having departed from his position, which was a way of recommencing, 
but as he describes: 

Then the papers got a hold of it and then they wrote about it and wondered how 
[the company] could have [such] a guy [as advisor] /.../ [The CEO] had not done 

anything, but his board, especially [the chairman] reacted, so I had to leave that as 

well and that was a bit tough on me. 

The stigma leads to an absence of offers, which the CEO is not able to influence. The 
isolation can be even stronger. A CEO describes himself as being left out after the 

departure, although, according to his argument, he could have been of some functional 
use: 

Then I was a persona non grata at [the company that I had left], they did not let me 

in. And in [another company] I was still like an employee of my old company. /.../ 
Still, I am one of the few who knows something about [this type of products] and 

16 In part, such silence and isolation may be explained by the earlier mentioned periods of exemptions, 
when departed CEOs seem to detach, for example, by taking long vacations. 
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you would think it natural for [the great competitor] to have made me a director for 
example. 

He continues to describe the absence of job opportunities as an almost instrumental act 
of the former employer: 

Yet there were very few offers, and that was because [a former boss] and they put 
the lid on. It was like a hostile [act] towards them to recruit me. 

The exposure of a tie or connection to the seemingly stigmatized CEO is thus described 
as being seen as problematic for those "left in the system." The aversion of the 

problematically departed CEO not only builds on experiences and comparisons 

resulting from previous contact. The stigmatization is also tied to the CEO personally, 
even to his name, and is carried over into a wide social context. A chairman mentions 

that it is impossible to have "such a person," that is, a problematically departed CEO, as 

an invited lecturer: 

There are numerous examples of when the name just appears that it is difficult, it is 
very difficult /.../ Just take a simple thing like when discussing potential speakers. 
[Gives an example of an occasion when he participated in such a discussion.] A 

proposal was made about a chap who had departed under a bit precarious 
circumstances. Somebody brought forward the argument that "he's got all these 

experiences, that's good." But, we can't just present someone like that [mentions 
the name of a well-known manager and entrepreneur], for example, who's had his 
own particular story. He has never made a real comeback, but sort of pops up here 
and there. But his race is over since long. 

A CEO tells an evocative story of his confrontation at a dinner party with central 
persons in Swedish business and how he was perceived after departure by his former 
peers. 

So I was sitting next to one of these guys /.../ and then he says like this, we don't 
know each other particularly well but we've met a couple of times /.../ "Yes," he 

says, "how nice to see you /.../ so, what are you doing now?" This was seven or 

eight months after I had quit.... I turned to him and said (like this, with some 

emphasis), "You know," I said, "I don't do a single damn thing," I said. 

The confrontation leads the CEO to describe the unsettled emotions that he perceives as 

developing in his speaking partner after having been informed of the inactivity of the 
former CEO: 

His gaze started to shift /.../ his mouth became dry, he didn't know what the hell 
he was to say now. And my interpretation is that here's a guy who's been the CEO 
of [a publicly traded company] successful there and worked in [another important 
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company], [brought about substantial changes], cut into shreds by the financial 
and crisis suddenly left the system, and suddenly he's sitting here and doing 

nothing. That will say, he is nothing, he lacks identity, he does not exist. Because it 
is true, if you are left outside all these systems you do in some sense not exist. 

The stigma now appears as tied to the nothingness of the "ex"-status, rather as if it 
comes from the ex-CEO having no function rather than carrying some particular 
property. 

The accounts contain reflections on whether the factors leading to degradation and 
"ex"-status are particular to the context of Swedish business. It is not uncommon to 

make comparisons with American conditions. America is seen as a business 
environment where failure is perceived as an opportunity for learning, whereas the 
Swedish context is more punishing. In the United States, failure is "even a 

qualification—they say he's got an interesting experience." Some of those interviewed 
cite a widely spread story of an American executive who was not fired after having 
made a major and costly mistake—"this old story about the guy who squandered forty 
million." If fired, American executives are thought to be less stigmatized by problematic 

departures: 

In the USA, there are many that leave a company because they cannot get along 
and there they say very openly that there was a difference of opinions. It can even 

be a qualification for the one who leaves, more of a qualification than a 

disadvantage. 

This is compared to the Swedish situation: 

In Sweden, it is difficult for a guy who is 55 years old and who has been, so to 

speak, detached from his job—he will be passed by until he finds something new. 
There are many who have found themselves in that situation. Probably no great 
problems with the chaps, perhaps not any champions /.../ but definitely as good as a 

lot of those who remain in their positions. But they have been put in a comer, by 
the media and the rest. 

The conclusion is that it is harder to return to a position of centrality again: 

This is the Swedish context, and it differs from most countries I think. Partly 
because of the country's smallness, but also because of its traditions. You really 
cannot make a comeback in Sweden. 

Through these accounts, I have presented two competing versions of how the time after 
departure is experienced and recounted by the interviewed. Before concluding I shall, 
however, point briefly to how the theme of purification emerges in some of the 
interviews. 
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8.3.5. Purification 

Distinct from both liberation and degradation, are mentions of purification as a kind of 
outcome. The idea of purification would seem to stand in great contrast to the mentions 
of "soiling" that the interviewed gave when describing how they received public 

critique. On the one hand, one of the interviewed describes a form of personal 
purification as resulting from his departure: 

I felt that it was nice to depart and then to say to whoever asked what 1 really 
thought [about the conditions in the company. It was also so that it felt like a kind 
of purification.17 

Another speaks about the strategic use of departures, which he perceives as correct since 

they may be purifying: 

I bear the conviction that if business is performing poorly, if you find that it is, so 

to speak, something temporary, but rather something more basic going on, then it is 
not wrong to change management. It can in itself be a kind of purification. 

This second example points to an organizational use or function of departures, which 
could perhaps be related to a guilt-ridding process of scapegoating. 

8.4. Conclusions 

This chapter closes the description of the departure process. Below I sum up the most 
salient traits of the departing and recommencing phases. 

The phase of departing is about presenting the departure and separating from the 
CEO position. The public presentation of the departure often comes about suddenly and 

gives the impression of the departure as a dramatic break. The interviewed also point to 

subtler aspects of the management of information. For example how information about 
a departure may be differentiated between different audiences. Secrecy can be used for 
this differentiation, but secrecy may also be is used to enact order and try to avoid the 
drama of public critique. Critique in public is powerful and seems to be both dreaded 
and feared. When former CEOs describe critique of their actions in public this is 
associated to becoming soiled or smeared. 

The separation of the CEO from the position is not necessarily instantaneous. The 
functional duties may be discontinued at another time than that at which the departure is 

symbolically or ceremonially marked as taking place. In contrast to a "clean-breaks" 

17 This person and the next use the Swedish term reningsbad. 

http:purification.17
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some CEO's describe the presence of different kinds of handover routines which may 

eliminate discontinuity. 
When it has been announced that the CEO will depart and the CEO is separated from 

his position then the departure in a sense has been accomplished. However, there 
remains for both the CEO and the corporation to move on and resume their activities in 
new circumstances and contexts. Such activities are included in the phase of 
recommencing. 

The corporation recruits a new CEO, which involves a number of different issues. In 
some of the cases there are perhaps succession plans, but often the departures are 

unexpected and plans misfire. The interviewed discuss the problem of making the right 
choice (in order to avoid troublesome departures) and bring forward the use of 
recruitment consultants as a remedy. The consultants are also described as useful in 

reducing the visibility of the recruitment procedures. 
The interviewed provide two very different characterizations of recommencing for 

the CEO in that it is either described as a form of liberation or a form of degradation. To 
describe recommencing as liberation involves viewing the CEO as an attractive 

commodity on the labor market for executive competence, an attraction that leads to 

offers among which the CEO can choose. However, the discretion of the liberated chief 
is great. It even enables him to refuse to accept offers. The liberated chief no longer 
values activity that is tied to positions above everything else. In contrast degradation is 
characterized by an absence of choice and the stigmatization of the CEO. The CEO is 
associated with stereotypes such as the scapegoat or the looser. The interviewed also 

bring forward Sweden as particularly punishing. Degradation and the ex-role are 

examples of descriptions of degrading disciplining in the departure process. A final 
difference between the two kinds of endings, while liberation is oriented toward the 
future, degradation is concerned with the CEO's relation to his former position. 



CHAPTER 9 

Conclusions 

Openness is not objectivity, but is rather the increased availability of information 
and the lack ofmanipulative withholding andpresentation of information known to 

be false. But since all information is communicated only through a process that 
selects, censors, and reformulates, the line between openness and secrecy can only 
be drawn socially; that is, only through a consensus on what is legitimate can 

secrecy and openness be defined. 

S. P. Feldman 

1988, p. 88 

9.1. Problematic departures 

Problematic departures develop over time in ways that I have described. By studying 
the business press, annual reports, and by interviewing actors that have experienced 

problematic departures, I have shown what characteristics they have. In this final 
chapter 1 bring together my conclusions. I begin with the concept of problematic 

departure, then I consider the phases and properties of the departure process, and finally 
I suggest some new questions for research. 

When departures are seen as governance mechanisms they are, from the CEO's point 
of view, classified as voluntary or involuntary, or as they are sometimes called, forced. 
As we have seen this classification, stemming from interest in departures, is present in 
both research literature as well as in popular reports about departures. My results show 
that this classification entails complications. Departures come about as the result of an 

agreement being reached, usually between the CEO and the chairman, rather than by 
direct forcing. Nevertheless, chairmen and CEOs may be reluctant to become involved 
in such a development and later regret its occurrence, that is to say that both the 
chairman and the CEO may feel that the departure is involuntary, a result of 
circumstances beyond their control. The actors describe departures as inevitable. When 

departures are seen in that way the board's use of departures as a governance device 

appears limited. Handling problematic departures, however, involves much more than 

exerting pressure to the point of firing somebody. The conclusion of a departure in 

agreement does not mean passivity on the part of the board or the chairman. Such 

agreements do, however complicate the voluntary/involuntary distinction in accord with 
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Ebaugh (1988), who disputes a dichotomous understanding of voluntariness, and 
Hambrick & Canella (1993), who point to mutuality in dissolving relationships. 

Nevertheless, involuntary departures remain a possibility for the actors. That is, such 

departures are seen as possible future outcomes that influence motivations. A 

consequence is that a CEO may use offers of other positions in order to exit when he 
believes that such a development could come about. Furthermore, changes in 
circumstances brought about by mergers change the basic characteristics of the 

enterprise. The relative importance of the CEO is often diminished or the basic ideas of 
the firm, which the CEO associates with, are altered. This encourages mobility. 

The nature of the problematic departure is conceived in relation to their opposite, the 
normal departure. The normal departure represents the way the actors view how 

departures should unfold. I find several characteristics that mark a normal departure. 
Basically, the normal departure is a product of rationality and order. There is planning 
which is evident in early presentation and in carefully thought-out handovers. The 

departure may be caused by reaching an institutionally preset limit of term, such as age, 
in which case the timing is automatically proper. In other cases the departure can be 
made at a time when there is optimism about the future of the firm. Perhaps the 

departing CEO advances and is made chairman. The change of CEO is made at the 
annual meeting. The normal departure is marked by continuity and the handover 
between predecessor and successor may be likened to a relay-race or to a taking over at 
the helm. The "normal", instead of being dramatic, is part of the ordinary workings of 
organizational routines, where cycles of succession turn without any deviation from a 

continuous flow. 

My study identifies the following characteristics of the problematic departure that 
stand in contrast to normal departures. Problematic departures are characterized by a 

lack of planning, no working succession plan, and the absence of a prepared successor. 

Consequently an acting CEO may have to be appointed. Such departures can result in 

corporations experiencing more than one CEO change in a year. The departure comes 

about, not because the timing is deemed suitable, but because the CEO is driven out by 

conflict, poor performance, lack of motivation, or that the CEO has become obsolete. 
There can be external attention to cracks in the relationship between CEO and chairman. 
Questions are asked about the change; the press may ask if force has been used to 

remove the CEO. The actors experience strong, even grave, emotions. External criticism 
is very sensitive, sometimes perceived as smearing. In the corporation's external 
reporting such departures are described as neutrally as possible. In the departure 
relations are broken up in unsettling ways. The kind of departure that I studied is 

perceived as exceptional — a form that is troubling and has to be handled carefully. Yet 
many of those interviewed have experienced several problematic departures. My results 

primarily concern how CEOs, and to a lesser extent chairmen and directors, perceive 
such problems as appearing. 
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Although troubling and unsettling to the actors in corporations, such departures may be 
a form of symbolic reassurance to the multitude of shareholders in that they indicate 
that "something is being done" to remedy performance problems. This is similar to 

Edelman's (1964) work on political governance where he shows how tangible benefits 
and symbolic assurances are tactically distributed. 

If a situation motivates a CEO to leave corporation, when otherwise firing would a 

be seen as necessary, then the outcome is, in effect, the same as would have occurred 
should firing have occurred. Internalized norms and values perform a disciplining 
function, but by a distinctly different mechanism than that of external governing of 
departure by the board. Governing through the action of the board, versus governing 

through normative control, gives owners and directors very different roles. The norms 

and institutions underlying the latter form of governance are likely to derive from 
broader contexts than the specific organization. 

9.2. The departure process 

The departure of a CEO evolves through a sequence of four phases. I have shown how 
the departure process begins with sensing. Such sensing does not necessarily lead to a 

departure since, at this early stage, the process may reverse. Yet the sensing is a part of 
being CEO. Thus I have called the prospect of a problematic departure a permanent 

possibility for the CEO. The phase of taking action is dynamic involving many types of 
events and actions. For example: evaluation of CEO performance, negotiations 

regarding the CEO's future in the position, consultations among major shareholders, 
negotiations for compensation, and secluded conversations between the CEO and 
chairman. Departures are not concluded at some specific point, such as the moment of 
decision or announcement. Rather, the departure process involves making the departure 
manifest, in the phase of departing and then involves the CEO and corporation 

recommencing after departing. In fact, long after the announcement, adjustments and 
recollections of the departure continue; and therefore, the consequences of the departure 
continue. Thus, the consequences of a departure process, in a sense, can continue 

indefinitely. 
The departure process has several important properties. One is the speed at which it 

develops. Loyalty and public attention influence the speed. Loyalty can quicken 

departures when the CEO perceives that he, to be loyal, will have to make the sacrifice 
of departure; or conversely, his loyalty may help him to retain his position. Public 
attention to the shortcomings of the CEO, or to conflicts between the CEO and 

chairman, increases the speed of the process. Associating the CEOs influence on 

performance can be likened to a riddle that needs to be resolved in practice. Internal 
actors, such as directors, and external actors, such as the press, assume the CEO to be an 

important contributor to company performance. Yet, the actors evaluating CEOs 
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acknowledge that determining a CEOs impact on company performance relation is 
difficult a difficult and time consuming process. In the public arena, the attributions of 
blame and credit for performance are made considerably swifter, but even the business 

press discusses alternative attributions of performance, such as whether a CEO is used 
as a scapegoat or whether the board should also be liable for firm performance. 

Another property of the process is the degree to which it is public. In this respect the 
character of the departure process develops and unfolds from being initially a private 
matter to being a public event. The private character of the initial part of the departure 

process ensured through a division of labor by which only a few directors and 
shareholders participate in managing the departure. By restricting the number of actors 

in that way information can be kept under control. Public interest, on the other hand, is 
certain to arise, almost inherently in the process. Hence, to make known a problematic 

departure no particular measures have to be taken. If information has been kept under 
control, then upon disclosure, the nature of the process suddenly changes, lending 

symbolic force to a departure — that is, a sudden change which can create attention and 

generate emotions. 
The development from private to public means that the departure unfolds in several 

organizational contexts, ranging from the small group controlling the corporation all the 

way to society in general. In other words, the organizational context of the departure is 
not one, but rather, many. The several contexts reflect the structuring of information 
distribution. By maintaining such informational subdivisions different territories or 
arenas for action and communication are created. In this way conflicts between differing 
interests can be played down (cf. Feldman, 1988). 

Interests in terms of goals and the influence over the corporation is a fundamental 
part of governance. One issue at the heart of organizational politics is how to influence 
the basic character of an organization: the goals, structures, technologies, important 
appointments, and strategies. The CEO may view owners and the board of directors as 

contenders in setting such critical directions. The question of whether owners influence 
the departures is tied to the control problem. Shareholders may be of differing 

significance for the actors within the corporation. The most distinct influence of 
ownership on departures is seen when there are changes in ownership. Not only does 
such a change influence the composition of the board, but it may also influence the 
character of the corporation. Such changes may be contrary to the wishes of the CEO. 
The status of the CEO is also reduced - from being heads of publicly traded 

corporations they may find themselves in charge of sub-units or subsidiaries. 
Furthermore, the study shows how the problem of managing and presenting 

information permeates the departure process. One form of information management 
deals with presenting departures publicly, through public announcement during the 

phase of departing, or through annual reports, the business press, or at annual meetings. 
The presentation may have different strategies. Consider the contrast between annual 
reports of normalized or idyllic departures in contrast to the drama of the business press. 
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Nonetheless, presentations also provide information on antecedent events, and departure 

consequences, as well as on how the events of the process were staged. Just as some 

stories of departures are perhaps be suppressed, for the good of the corporation, while 
others urge to be told. 

What is to be disclosed is carefully considered by those managing the departure. 
Thus, to consider the external presentation of departures as being of no consequence to 
the departure process, as a sort of spreading of irrelevant and old information, is a 

mistake. Knowing that a departure will have to be presented publicly, and that 
problematic departures have special interest, can considerably influence the 

management of information during the early stages of the process. Compare this to how 
Goldner (1965), concerning intra-organizational affairs, shows that legitimate 
demotions make it easier to move managers in an organization, and how ambiguity in 
both promotion and demotion may support such legitimacy. 

I have shown how information about departures was guarded until the departure was 

publicly announced. Visibility is a sensitive issue, since bringing conflicts or other 
problems into view have consequences in making a problematic departure increasingly 
manifest. In contrast, a sparse release of information increases the possibility for choice 

regarding the timing of the departure or in choosing a successor. Such discretion can be 
cut short by rumor and the spread of talk. To have choice cut short is particularly 

troubling when recruiting successors, since potential candidates may turn down offers, 
or avoid positions tainted by a problematic departure. Finally, official announcements 

require due consideration in that such an announcement is decisive, making departure 
irreversible. 

Different groups of actors have different interests in how the use of force in a 

departure is presented. Often criticism of the CEO is described as charged with 

meaning. Note, however, that the company and media serve as co-existing agents in the 

departure process, dividing the labor of presentation in such a manner that although the 

company remains silent, the media, by its natural role, creates drama and excitement. 
If corporate behavior can be made invisible by isolation and decoupling, then the 

result ideally is that there is no conveyance of meaning for a departure process, or 

meaning for such corporate behavior. But paradoxically, such silence can become a 

recognized signal. That is, the act of making invisible, or of disguising, can become so 

conspicuous that it is seen as distinct action, conveying significant meaning. Bear in 
mind Simmel's (1950:333) observation of the fundamental error of attributing 

importance to that which is mysterious. Those that thrive on drama, such as the business 

press, as described in this thesis, are likely to exploit the potential for excitement that 
comes from silence. 

Furthermore, the departure process is influenced by assumptions about the CEO-role. 
There are also assumptions about how the CEO's and chairmen's roles fit together and 
how they should be delineated in relation to each other. Most important, the CEO role is 
attributed great centrality both for the CEO and for the performance of the business 
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corporation. Centrality influences the grave emotions described by chairmen, the 
emotions displayed by departing CEOs in annual reports, and the use of departures in 

explaining systemic phenomena of Swedish business in the press. Significant for 
generating centrality is the association of the CEO position to the imagery of royal 
positions; images of kings, crown princes and thrones are evoked. The role is seen as 

demanding for the individual and the importance of fit between role and incumbent is 
underscored by the actors. A lack of correspondence between the incumbent's 
characteristics and the demands of the role can be used to explain departures. 

It is important to recognize that the departure is seen as a crucial organizational 
event. The importance attributed to the departure event may depend on the leader 
positions association with visibility and heroic conceptions of leadership, but also in 
that the problematic departure challenges images of organizational stability and order. 
Elster (1989) states that social order may be conceived of as consisting of both 

predictability of action as well as the presence of cooperation. Problematic departures 

imply the contrary, by their sudden character and the attribution of conflict. Thereby 

problematic departures raise serious concerns about the balance of organizational 
stability and change. Such a balance is a fundamental organizational problem, 
Thompson (1967) has even called it the administrative paradox. Stability and change 
can be likened to the extremes of a seesaw. Their relative importance will be in constant 
alternation and that alternation will be the rule rather than equilibrium. A seesaw may 

move smoothly, but when weights are altered suddenly the resulting change can be a 

painful experience. Problematic departures can be likened to such sudden changes in 

emphasis between stability and change. This is a contrast to the smooth moves of 
normal departures. Think of how departures can be described as flows or how the 
succession process is associated to natural flows, for example the "seasons" of a career 

(Hambrick & Fukutomi, 1991). Even in the very concept of succession there lies an idea 
of continuity in which a successor appears to replace a predecessor. 

In the early research on the effects of changing managers, Gouldner (1962) 
concluded that all effects of such change are not manifest at once. Although study of 
CEO departure has been called for, such research has been limited, and has failed to 

take into account the dispersal of events over time into account. My work, which 
describes departures in Swedish corporations adds another context to the literature. It 
complements what has been reported about the departures American (Vancil, 1987) and 
French (Bouchikhi & Kimberly, 1996) CEOs. 

9.3. Towards new questions 

Problematic departures are far from being simply a disciplinary instrument in the 

governance of business corporations. I have been surprised by the interest that 
problematic departures create. I believe that this attraction strongly influences the 
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development of problematic departures and, in turn, also the way the corporation can be 

governed with the help of departures and the way that disciplining can be carried out. 
With the exception of the annual reports this thesis deals with events that, by their 

very character, are exceptions. I put the normal in contrast to the problematic. This 
thesis describes disciplining through CEO departures as a complex mechanism. There 
are emotional, expressive, and practical constraints on its use. It is not likely that 
increasing transparency will reduce these constraints. 

Corporate images are thought to be of crucial importance for contemporary 

companies (for example Alvesson, 1990). Would it not, then, be desirable to rid the 

departure of that mystique and excitement, which secrecy and concealment in managing 
information give rise to? There are obstacles to increasing transparency of departure 

process. It is open to question to what extent some of the important features of the 

departure process can be made transparent. The hope, when wanting to increase 

transparency, takes off from the idea of lifting a veil that will reveal something that can 

be known. However there is much that is ambiguous the departure process. For example 
the way the actors find it difficult to formulate the standards by which a CEO is to be 
evaluated by. This is a restriction on increased transparency. 

Problems like these are essential features of practical governance. They deserve 
further exploration with an institutional perspective (Selznick, 1996) or within the 
context of strategic leadership that is now turning attention to issues of symbolism and 
social construction (Cannella, 2001). There are profound problems and changes in the 
modern business corporation. 

More specifically, the appearance of the corporation's symbolic boundary in relation 
to departures may vary, likely in terms of national context, but also in terms of historical 
period. There may also be great similarities, however, between nations and time periods. 
Knowledge about similarities and differences of the presentation of the departure 

process in different contexts can be used for furthering the understanding of how 

departures are related to central institutions (Barley & Tolbert, 1997). This would also 
shed light on governance practices in general. The issue of change is both important and 

interesting since the business corporation has proved to be adaptive. Alternative paths 
for the development of the business corporation have been sketched. One of these leads 
in the direction of the often appreciated loose network (Davis et al., 1994; Powell, 
2001). Another, antithetical, path is the corporate monolith envisaged by Coleman 
(1990). While the first kind of development and corporate form is manifest in changing 
work practices and changing employee identities, the second can perhaps be seen in 

corporate mergers creating "global giants". That development can spur innovations in 

governance practices in connection with representation and symbolization of the 

corporation. A question is if the importance of the corporeal manifestation of the 

corporate form in the guise of the CEO, that is, in a sense, the status of actorhood 

(Meyer & Jepperson, 2000), will change, and what effect such changes might have on 

the departure process. 
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DATA SOURCES 

Interviews 
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2 1995-04-27 

3. 1996-10-29 
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7. 1997-06-05 
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9. 1998-02-03 
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11. 1998-06-05 

12 1998-06-12 
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Newspaper articles 

See appendix 3 

Annual reports 

According to footnote references in Chapter 5 
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Appendix 1 

Policy regarding anonymity 

UPPSALA UNIVERSITET 

FÖRETAGSEKONOMISKA INSTITUTIONEN 

UPPSALA UNIVERSITY 

DEPARTMENT OF BUSINESS STUDIES 

Beträffande intervjuades anonymitet 

Föreliggande dokument har som syfte att klargöra synen vad gäller anonymiteten för 
personer som intervjuats inom ramen för projektet VD-skiften i svenska börsföretag 

Att arbeta med anonyma informanter och fallföretag är i allmänhet inte ett 
eftersträvansvärt mål vid vetenskapliga undersökningar. Anonymiteten är en 

inskränkning den öppna redovisning av källor som är en fundamental del av en 

vetenskaplig rapport. Utgångspunkten inom projektet är dock att anonymitet är en 

förutsättning för ett framgångsrikt genomförande. Undersökningen är nämligen
beroende av direkt information från i studerade händelser involverade personer och 
denna information är ofta att uppfatta som känslig. 

Med utgångspunkt från det ovan sagda vill vi därför att det ska stå klart att: 

1. Endast Jaan Grönberg och Ingemund Hägg tar del av de inspelade intervjuer 
och de transkriptioner som görs. 

2. Analyser och bearbetningar presenteras i sådan form att de intervjuade eller 
deras organisationer inte kan identifieras. 

3. Materialet förvaras på ett betryggande sätt. Detta gäller såväl fysiska
dokument som datafiler. 

4. De intervjuade som så som önskar får ta del av transkriptionen av den 
lämnade intervjun. 

5. Arbetet syftar till akademiska publikationer, d v s en akademisk avhandling
och vetenskapliga artiklar. 

Projektet ingår i det större forskningsprogrammet Inflytande och ansvar i det moderna 
aktiebolaget som bedrivs vid Företagsekonomiska institutionen och Juridiska 
institutionen vid Uppsala universitet. I projektet arbetar doktoranden Jaan Grönberg 
och biträdande professor Ingemund Hägg. 

(telefon: 018 - 18 13 90) (telefon: 018- 18 34 79) 
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Appendix 3 

Form for coding annual reports 

GENERAL INFORMATION 

COMPANY 

YEAR 

TYPE OF TEXT 0 VD-brev □ Successor writing 
0 Predecessor writiting 
□ Interview 

OFB 

CONTAINS INTERESTING DEVATIONS FROM MODEL □ 

CAUSES AND PAST Yes 0 

0 PERSONAL SUCCESSOR 

□ Cause 0 Past 

□ PERSONAL PREDECESSOR 

□ Cause □ Past 

□ ORGANIZATIONAL 

0 Cause □ Past 

Q EXTERNAL 

□ Cause □ Past 

DEPARTURE 

No □ 

TEMPORALITY Retrospecting D Anticipating □ 

TERMS " 

EMOTIONAL CONTENT 

Yes □ No □ 

ACTORS 0 Management 
0 Employees 
□ Board 

0 Shareholders 

0 Media 

0 Predecessor 

0 Successor 

0 Organization 

MENTION OF TIMING No 0 

CONSEQUENCES Yes 0 

0 PERSON □ Successor 

Type: 01 02 

0 Predecessor 
Type: 01 02 

0 ORGANIZATIONAL 

Type: 01 02 

0 EXTERNAL CONTINGENCIES 

Type: D1 02 

Attributes 

Attributes 

Attributes 

Attributes 

Attributes 

Attributes 

Attributes 

Attributes 

0 Shareholders meeting 0 End of year 
0 Specific date 0 Other 

No 0 



 



Appendix 4 

Lists of articles from the business press 

/ ARTICLES CONCERNING THE DEPARTURE OF AUGUSTSSON 

Nr. Date Source Title 

1:1 931218DI PETER AUGUSTSSON LÄMNAR VOLVO FÖR SKF 

1:2 931218 DN VOLVOCHEFEN GÅR TILL SKF... 

1:3 931220 FT SKF HÄMTAR EUROPACHEF FRÅN VOLVO. 

1:4 940126 VA BILINDUSTRI: FORTSATTA AVHOPP FRÅN VOLVOTOPPEN 

1:5 940202 VA BILGURU LÄMNAR VOLVO EFTER KOMETKARRIÄR 

2:1 950223 DIR SKF: MAURITZ SAHLIN AVGÅR, PETER AUGUSTSSON NY VD 

2:2 950224 GP SAHLIN LÄMNAR ÖVER SKF 

2:3 950224 DI VD-BYTE HÖJDE SKFS AKTIEKURS 3 KRONOR 

2:4 950224 DI BÖRS & FINANS: STARK OPTIMISM PÅ SKF 

2:5 950224 SVD SKF VÄNDER FÖRLUST TILL VINST 

2:6 950224 DN KRONPRINS TAR ÖVER SKF-RODRET 

2:7 950227 VA SKF: VINSTEN SKA FÖRDUBBLAS 

2:8 950301 AV SKF: PÅ GOD VÄG 

2:9 950405 DI REVOLUTIONERANDE KULLAGER SKA HÖJA SKF OMSÄTTNING 

2:10 950502 VA INTERVJU: SKF SKA TJÄNA PENGAR AVEN I LÅGKONJUNKTUR 

2:11 950508 SVD LEDARE SEN BARNSBEN INTAR SKF 

2:12 950511 FT SKF FÖRDUBBLAR FOU-SATSNINGEN 

3:1 950811 FT SKF RUSTAR FÖR DRABBNING I JAPAN 

3:2 950906 DIR SKF: EFTERFRÅGAN PLANAR UT I USA - AUGUSTSSON 

3:3 950906 DIR SKF: LÅNGTIDSKONTRAKTEN INNEHÅLLER PRISÖKNINGAR - AUGUSTSSON 

3:4 951006 GP GUBBIG FÖRNYELSE PÅ SKF 

3:5 951201 FT LEDNINGSGRUPPERNA VÄXER I SVENSK BOLAG 

3:6 960416 Dl SKF SKA BLI LEDANDE I KINA 

3:7 970415 DIR SKF: ÖKAD AKTIVITET I VÄSTEUROPA - AUGUSTSSON 

3:8 970415 DIR SKF: NEGATIV PRISEFFEKT AVTAR UNDER ÅRET - AUGUSTSSON 

3:9 980403 FT OFFENSIVA ASIATER OROAR SKF 

3:10 980629 DIR SKF: SKA TA AKTIV DEL I OMSTRUKTURERING - AUGUSTSSON 

3:11 980701 GP KONCERNCHEF MED HÖGA KRAV PÅ SIG 

3:12 980720 SVD MÅNDAGSINTERVJUN: SKF HAKAR PÅ DEN JAPANSKA OMVANDLINGEN 

3:13 980720 DIR PM NYHETER I KORTHET/MÅNDAG 20 JULI 

3:14 970726 GP ÄN MÄRKS INGEN RUSNING EFTER BILLIGA FÖRETAG I ASIEN 

3:15 980808 DI FAMILJÄR RISKSPRIDNING 

4:1 980814 TT AUGUSTSSON SPARKADES SOM SKF-CHEF 

4:2 980814 DIR SKF: SUNE CARLSSON NY VD EFTER PETER AUGUSTSSON 

4:3 980814 TT ERICSSON LYFTE STOCKHOLMSBÖRSEN 

4:4 980815 DI SCHARP SKYLLER PÅ VD 

4:5 980815 GP DET BLÅSER HÅRT PÅ TOPPEN 

4:6 980815 SDS NYE VDN SISTA CHANSEN FÖR SKF 

4:7 980815 DI SKF BÖRSVINNARE EFTER VDS AVGÅNG 

4:8 980815 GP FACKEN GILLAR NYA CHEFEN. NY VD PÅ SKF. DÅ FÅR VÄL FACKEN STORA SKÄLVAN 

4:9 980815 GP SKF:S VD FÅR SPARKEN. ÅTGÄRDSPROGRAMMEN RÄCKTE INTE FÖR INVESTOR 

4:10 980817 DIR FONDBÖRSEN: SKF OCH NETCOM MOT STRÖMMEN. OMX -0,7% 

4:11 980817 FT ERICSSON OCH SKF LYFTE BÖRSEN 
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4:12 980817 FT SKF:S VD SPARKAS 

4:13 980817 TT SVAGT NEDÅT PÅ STOCKHOLMSBÖRSEN 

4:14 980818 Dl KONCENTRATION SKA FÅ SKF PÅ FÖTTER 

4:15 980818 DI ANALYTIKER VÄNTAR NYA OFFER I WALLENBERGSFÄREN 

4:16 980818 FT STRUKTURAFFÄRER PÅ STYRELSENS BORD 

4:17 980818 FT PLACERARNA ÅTERVÄNDER TILL SKF EFTER CHEFSROCKADEN 

4:18 980818 SVD LÅNGVÄGARE TAR ÖVER I STORBOLAGEN 

4:19 980819 AFV WALLENBERS OFFER 

4:20 980819 DI NU DUGER SKF ÅT BARNEVIK 

4:21 980819 AFV SKF: ARVSYNDEN 

4:22 980819 AFV NYHETS-PM 

4:23 980819 SVD PERCY BARNEVIK KÖPER AKTIER I SKF 

4:24 980819 GP GLÄDJESKUTT PÅ BÖRSEN 

4:25 980820 DI EN SYNDABOCK 1 SKF MEN MÅNGA SYNDARE 

4:26 980820 GP RÖR VERK SEX PÅ OVAKO I GÅNG 

4:27 980820 P & L ERFAREN ENTREPRENÖR TAR SIG NYA ERFARENHETER 

4:28 980822 DI PORTRÄTTET: SUNE CARLSSON; HAN SKA SÄTTA SNURR PÅ KULORNA 

4:29 980823 SDS VD-AVRÄTTNINGAR AVSLÖJAR NERVER OCH BRISTANDE TÅLAMOD 

4:30 980824 GP PRECIS HUR NÖJD FÅR EN VD BLI 

4:31 980824 VA OBEGRIPLIGT AGERANDE AV STYRELSEN 

4:32 980824 FT FIN FLYTTPRESENT TILL SKF.S NYE VD 

4:33 980826 AV STÅL-VD:N 

4:34 980827 DI MARKNADEN KALLSINNIG TILL BARNEVIKS PROGRAM 

4:35 980828 DN NÄRINGSLIVET: DIREKTÖRERNA SITTER ALLT LÖSARE 

4:36 980828 FT ALLGONS VD TVINGAS AVGÅ 

4:37 980830 DN DAGS GRANSKA FONDCHEF 

4:38 980831 VA LÅGPRESTERAREN 

5:1 980909 GP ORON HAR SATT SINA SPÅR 

5:2 980914 DN SVÅRT ATT FÅ FART PÅ BÖRSKURSERNA 

5:3 980917 P&L WO! VI KAN VARA MED OCH BIDRA I ETT STÖRRE PERSPEKTIV 

5:4 980921 VA SPÄRRVAKT OCH VD-GURU 

5:5 980926 DI BÖRS & FINANS: KURSFALL TROTS OMSTUVNINGAR I SKF 

5:6 980929 FT VOLVOS FÅGEL FENIX 

5:7 980930 DI IGEL LÄMNAR ERICSSON 

6:1 981007 FT BARNEVIKS AKTIEKÖP EN DÅLIG AFFÄR 

6:2 981007 AV ANALYS: INVESTOR - VARUMÄRKE MED PROBLEM 

6:3 981009 Dir LINNEDATA: PETER AUGUSTSSON NY I STYRELSEN 

6:4 981009 TT SKF:S SPARKADE VD TILL DATA FÖRETAG 

6:5 981010GP AUGUSTSSON TILL LINNEDATA 

6:6 981012 TT SKF DRAR NED MED 200 INOM OVAKO STEEL 

6:7 9810I4COMP S NOTISER 

6:8 981014 AV NYHETS-PM:6-12 OKTOBER - GÖRAN PERSSON MÖBLERAR OM 

6:9 981022 DI BÖRS & FINANS: N MILJARDSMÄLL I SKF 

6:10 981022 Dl BÖRS & FINANS: RISKEN STOR FÖR FLER BESVIKELSER 

6:11 981022 SDS KOMMENTAR: SKF OCH VOLVO 

6:12 981022 GP DYSTER DAG FÖR SKF 

6:13 981025 SDS DAGS FÖR ANPASSNING TILL VERKLIGHETEN 

6:14 981026 SDS MÅNDAGSINTERVJUN: NYE SKF-CHEFEN VARNAR FÖR NOLLTILLVÄXT 

6:15 981028 AV SKF: DET BLIR VÄRRE 

1 981102 GP ALLT LJUS PÅ BARNEVIK 

2 981112 TT SPARKAD SKF-CHEF BLIR VICE VD PÅ SAAB 

3 981112 FLT AUGUSTSSON BLIR NY VICE VD PÅ SAAB 

4 981113 DI AUGUSTSSON RATTAR SOM VICE VD 

5 981113 SVD SAAB AUTOMOBILE BLIR SVENSKSTYRT FÖR FÖRSTA GÅNGEN 

6 981113 DN SAAB: SPARKAD VD I NYGAMMAL ROLL 
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7:7 981 13 DN KRAV PÅ ATT INTE MISSLYCKAS 

7:8 981 13 GP AUGUSTSSON I CENTRUM IGEN SPARKADE SKF-CHEFEN GÅR TILL SAAB 

7:9 981 13 SDS NYA CHEFER HOS FYRA STORBOLAG 

7 10 981 14 DI SÅ LYFTER NYE VDN SKFS VINST 

7 11 981 16 VA HANS PLAN HOTAR 10 000 ARBETEN 

7 12 981 18 AV GLÄDJANDE TRENDBROTT 

7 13 981 18 AV NYHETS-PM: 10-16 NOVEMBER - SHB GAV UPP KAMPEN OM FOKUS 

7 14 981 18 AV RED VALÖR: DET IRONISKA NÄRINGSLIVET 

ARTICLES CONCERNING THE DEPARTURE OF HELGESSON 

Sr. Date Source Title 

3:1 971202 DIR KL. 09:56 STORA: BJÖRN HÄGGLUND NY VD EFTER LARS-ÅKE HELGESSON 

3:2 971202 DIR KL. 14:35 STORA: KONSOLIDERINGSARBETET ÄR ÖVER - HELGESSON 

3:3 971202 DIR KL. 18:00 FONDBÖRSEN: SVAG UTVECKLING FÖR TELEKOM TYNGDE 

3:4 971202 TT BJÖRN HÄGGLUND NY VD I STORA 

3:5 971203 DI HELGESSON LÄMNAR STORA 

3:6 971203 DI RENODLINGEN AV STORA MÅSTE FORTSÄTTA 

3:7 971203 SVD STORA: HÄGGLUND TAR ÖVER VD-STOLEN 

3:8 971203 FT NY VD I STORA 

3:9 971203 DN SVÅRT FÖRUTSE NY VD 

3:10 971203 DIR KL. 07:43 PM NYHETER I KORTHET/ONSDAG 3 DECEMBER 

3:11 971206 DI PORTRÄTTET: BJÖRN HÄGGLUND; VINDKÄNSLIG DIPLOMAT 

3:12 971208 VA CHEFREDAKTÖREN: PRESSEN FRÅN PERCY 

3:13 971208 VA STORA: SÅGEN GÅR I STORA SKOGEN 

3:14 971210 AFV STORA: BERGGREN KVAR I TOPPEN 

3:15 971215 VA LARS-ÅKE HELGESSON: JOB ROTATION 

3:16 971217 DI SVÅRT FÖR SKOGSBOLAG FÅ IGENOM PRISHÖJNING 

3:17 971218 DIR KL. 12:04 STORA: JOHAN LINDMAN NY CHEF FÖR SKOG & TRÄ 

3:18 971228 SYD BYTE PÅ CHEFSSTOLEN GER BÖRSEN NY ENERGI 

3:19 980120 DI TIDNINGSPAPPERET 3 PROCENT DYRARE 

3:20 980126 FT YTTERLIGARE RENODLING ATT VÄNTA 

3:21 980126 VA BARNEVIK RENSAR UT BLAND STYRELSEPROFFSEN 

3:22 980128 DIR KL. 09:27 STORA: NYA FÖRUTSÄTTNINGAR FÖR FUSION MED UPM-KYMMENE 

3:23 980128 AFV STORA-UPM-KYMMENE: STORA ÄR FÖR LITET 

3:24 980130 DIR KL. 14:32 STORA: ASIENKRISEN PÅVERKAR NEGATIVT 1998 - VD 

3:25 980130 DIR KL. 15:04 STORA: RÄKNAR MED INVESTERINGAR PÅ CA 5,7 MDR 1998 - VD 

3:26 980130 DIR KL. 15:11 STORA: ASIENKRISEN KOMMER ATT PÅVERKA PRISERNA - VD 

3:27 980130 DIR KL. 15:12 STORA: MÖJLIGHETER TILL FÖRVÄRV I ASIEN - VD 

3:28 980130 TT STORAS VINST 2,4 MILJARDER 

3:29 980131 DI BÖRS & FINANS: STORA-STÄDNING INFÖR VD-BYTE 

4:1 980202 TT STORAS AVGÅENDE VD FÅR 58 MILJONER 

4:2 980203 TT PROTESTER MOT STORACHEFS FALLSKÄRM 

4:3 980204 DI LARS RAMQVIST FÅR 80 MKR I PENSION 

4:4 980204 DI BERGGREN ÄVENTYRAR FÖRTROENDET 

4:5 980204 DI FOLK I FARTEN: MER FLIS TILL NATIONALMUSEUM 

4:6 980204 SYD APROPÅ/LÖNER OCH FALLSKÄRMAR; DIREKTÖRER VILL INTE PRATA OM 

4:7 980204 SVD STORA TILL FÖRSVAR AV NYA FÖRMÅNER 

4:8 980204 FT REKORDSTOR PENSION FÖR RAMQVIST 

4:9 980204 DIR KL. 07:20 PM NYHETER I KORTHET/ONSDAG 4 FEBRUARI 

4:10 980204 TT NYA FALLSKÄRMAR TILL 15 TOPPCHEFER PÅ STORA, 

4:11 980204 TT STORACHEF TVINGADES AVGÅ 

4:12 980205 DI LEDARE: PENSIONSFRÄLSET 

4:13 980205 DI BERGGREN GÖR HELT OM - HELGESSON DREVS BORT 
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4:14 980205 DI STORA FÅR SKARP KRITIK AV ROBUR 

4:15 980205 SYD VI VILLE VISA GENEROSITET 

4:16 980205 SYD FINN JOHNSSONBRYTER UPP FRÅN LONDON 

4:17 980205 FT BO BERGGREN HÅRT PRESSAD 

4:18 980205 DIR KL. 09:59 PM NYHETER 1 KORTHET/TORSDAG 5 FEBRUARI 

4:19 980205 GP KRITIK MOT GENERÖS FALLSKÄRM 

4:20 980205 SVD SCHISM FICK STORAS VD ATT GÅ FRIVILLIGT 

4:21 980205 DN SAF TONAT NER FARHÅGOR 

4:22 980205 DN MISSLYCKAS MED JOBBET SÄKERT SÄTT ATT BLI RIK 

4:23 980205 DN BYT UT ORDFÖRANDE BERGGREN 

4:24 980205 DN LÖNEKRAVEN KAN ÖKA 

4:25 980205 TT BO BERGGREN FÅR STÖD AV STORÄGARE 

4:26 980206 DI ÄVEN MELLANCHEFER LANDAR MED GENERÖSA FALLSKÄRMAR 

4:27 980206 DI BÖRS & FINANS: LÅNGVARIG SCHISM MELLAN HELGESSON OCH BERGGREN 

4:28 980206 SVD HELGESSON MEDGER SCHISM 

4:29 980206 SVD STORA: BERGGREN LADE SIG I FÖR MYCKET 

4:30 980206 SVD FÖRETAGENS ÄGARE BORDE LEVA SOM DE LÄR 

4:31 980206 DIR KL. 07:39 PM NYHETER I KORTHET/FREDAG 6 FEBRUARI 

4:32 980206 GP SCHISM BAKOM STORA-AVGÅNGEN 

4:33 980206 GP FALLSKÄRM RETAR ANSTÄLLDA 

4:34 980206 DN ÅSBRINK VILL HA FALLSKÄRMSREGLER, 
4:35 980206 LO DIREKTÖRERNA FICK 87 PROCENT - LO-FOLKET FICK 26 PROCENT 

4:36 980206 LO RAKT PÅ SAK MED - SUNE EKBÅGE PAPPERS ORDFÖRANDE 

4:37 980207 DI DAGS FÖR JACOB WALLENBERG ATT TA ÖVER I STORA 

4:38 980207 DI RYDÉN VILL HA NYA FALLSKÄRMSREGLER 

4:39 980207 DI FOLK I FARTEN: ETT MODEST FÖRSLAG 

4:40 980207 DI FOLK I FARTEN: RELIGIONSKRIG I STORA? 

4:41 980207 SVD KRAV PÅ REDOVISAD FALLSKÄRM 

4:42 980208 SYD SKILDA VÄRLDAR PÅ STORA SCENEN 

4:43 980208 SYD VINSTJAKT SLÅR UT FÖRGYLLDA SKANDALER 

4:44 980208 TT PAPPERSMEDLEM VILL SÄLJA STORA-AKTIER 

4:45 980209 FT MEDALJ BÄTTRE ÄN PENSION 

4:46 980209 DIR KL. 07:48 PM NYHETER 1 KORTHET/MÅNDAG 9 FEBRUARI 

4:47 980209 DN AVGÅNGSVEDERLAG: FALLSKÄRMSREGLER SNART HÄR 

4:48 980210 DI DET BEHÖVS INGA NYA REGLER FÖR FALLSKÄRMSAVTAL 

4:49 980210 FT NY FALLSKÄRMSSKANDAL UTNYTTJAS AV S-POLITIKER 

4:50 980211 FT PROBLEMET MED DEN SJÄLVSVÅLD1GE CHEFEN 

4:51 980211 AFV OSUNT! 

4:52 980211 AFV BERGGRENS TAVLOR SKADAR STORA 

4:53 980211 AFV FALLSKÄRMSDEBATTEN: TRYGGHETSFÄLLAN 

4:54 980211 AFV NYHETS-PM: 3-9 FEBRUARI - LÄNSFÖRSÄKRINGAR KÖPER WASA 

4:55 980212 DI STERNUNG KRÄVER STORA PÅ SKADESTÅND 

4:56 980212 TT STERNUNG KRÄVER STORA PÅ SKADESTÅND 

4:57 980213 DI VÅR UPPGIFT ÄR ATT REPRESENTERA 

4:58 980213 FT OFFENSIV VÄNTAR INVESTOR 

4:59 980213 LO UPPSAGDA GRAFIKER I UPPROR 

4:60 980213 LO INSÄNDARE: ÖPPET BREV TILL DE FACKLIGA 

4:61 980214 DI BÖRSKRÖNIKAN: MOGRENS MAGSÅR 

4:62 980215 DN DOLDISAR PLOCKAS UR EGNA LEDEN 

4:63 980217 TT BO BERGGREN LÄMNAR STORA 

4:64 980218 DI LEDARE: ASTRA OCH STORA SÄTTER PERCY BARNEVIK PÅ PROV 

4:65 980218 DI INVESTOR BESVÄRAS AV ASTRAS AFFÄRER 

4:66 980218 DN BO BERGGREN LÄMNAR STORA 

4:67 980218 DIR KL. 06:39 STORA: BO BERGGREN AVGÅR VID STÄMMAN 12/3 - TV8 

4:68 980218 DIR KL. 09:53 STORA: DAHLBÄCK EFTERTRÄDER BERGGREN SOM ORDFÖRANDE 
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4:69 980218 DIR KL. 12:12 FONDBÖRSEN: VOLVO NED INFÖR RAPPORT, 0MF OFÖR 

4:70 980218 DIR KL. 17:48 FONDBÖRSEN: STORT INSLAG AV TRADING, BANKER VINNARE 

4:71 980218 T BO BERGGREN LÄMNAR STORA 

4:72 980218 TT BO BERGGREN LÄMNAR STORA 

4:73 980219 DI BARNEVIK STÄDAR UT FALLSKÄRM I STORA BLEV BO BERGGRENS FALL 

4:74 9802191 KURSLYFTET VISAR ATT MITT BESLUT VAR RÄTT 

4:75 980219 SYD KOMMENTAR: BO BERGGRENS AVGÅNG 

4:76 980219 FT KURSRALLY EFTER SKIFTE I STORA 

4:77 980219 SVD FALLSKÄRM FICK BERGGREN PÅ FALL 

4:78 980219 SVD DOLD SANNING KOSTADE ORDFÖRANDEJOBBET 

4:79 980219 DN STORA: BO BERGGREN INTE UTRÄKNAD 

4:80 980219 DN AVHOPPET VÄCKER TVIVEL PÅ STORAS UPPRIKTIGHET 

4:81 980219 GP HAN STOPPADE FINGRARNA I SYLTBURKEN FÖR OFTA 

4:82 980220 FT DAHLBÄCK STÖDER MOGREN 

4:83 980220 SVD AFFÄRERNA STORA OCH ASTRA SKYMDE INVESTORS RESULTAT 

4:84 980220 LO BERGGREN FÖRSVARAS AV TRÄFACKET 

4:85 980220 LO STORAS AKTIEÄGARE BÄR ANSVARET FÖR FALLSKÄRMARNA 

4:86 980221 DI FOLK I FARTEN: SANNING OCH KONSEKVENS 

4:87 980222 SYD KOMMENTAR: OMMÖBLERING I BOLAGSSTYRELSERNA 

4:88 980223 VA ARVET EFTER BERGGREN - SÄCK MED STORA PROBLEM 

4:89 980225 AFV STORA: STORA GREPP 

4:90 980225 AFV NYHETS-PM: 17-23 FEBRUARI - BERGGREN FÖLL PÅ FALLSKÄRM 

4:91 980225 SYD SISTA ORDET FRÅN BERGGREN I STORA 

4:92 980226 PAF LEDARE: VARFÖR GÖR DE OSS SÅ UPPRÖRDA? 

4:93 980304 AFV DIREKTÖRER: FOLKHEMMETS SÖNER HAR TAGIT ÖVER 

4:94 980309 DI BÖRS & FINANS: TRONSKIFTE I STORA 

4:95 980311 SYD SNABBARE STÄMMOR 

4:96 980311 SVD SCA I TOPP FÖR VD-LÖNER I SKOGSINDUSTRIN 

4:97 980311 TT SCA KOSTAR PÅ SIN VD 

4:98 980313 DI BÖRS & FINANS: AVSKED VID STORASTÄMMAN 

4:99 980313 SVD STORA GER DE ANSTÄLLDA DEL I VINSTEN 

4:100 980313 DIR ÅTGÄRDSPROGRAM FÖRBÄTTRAR RESULTAT 3,5 MDR KR PER ÅR 

4:101 980313 DN STORASTÄMMAN: STORA CHEFER TACKAR FÖR SIG 

4:102 980314 Dl NY LEDNING I STORA 

4:103 980314 DN STORA: NYE VD-N VILL STÄRKA STORA INIFRÅN 

4:104 980315 GP STACKARS STACKARS DIREKTÖRER... 

4:105 980316 FT STYRELSEKARUSELL I WALLENBERGSFÄREN 

4:106 980322 GP EN VD:S FÖRSVARSTAL 

4:107 980327 DI BÖRSKRÖNIKAN: VDS ÖVERROCK 

4:108 980331 TT BO BERGGREN RISKERAR ATT PETAS FRÅN ÄNNU EN ORDFÖRANDEPOST 

4:109 980401 FT REGERINGEN VILL ATT BERGGREN LÄMNAR SAS 

4:110 980401 TT BO BERGGREN KVAR SOM SAS-ORDFÖRANDE 

4:111 980402 GP REKORDLÖN UPPRÖR FÖRETAGARE 

4:112 980403 LO REGERINGEN STÖDER BO BERGGREN 

4:113 980404 DI BÖRS & FINANS: PLATSBYTEN I BÖRSSTYRELSER 

4:114 980412 DN VD-LÖNER: VERKLIG INKOMST AVSLÖJAS INTE 

4:115 980414 VA VD I LEDBAND LUGNAR BÖRSEN 

4:116 980420 FT JAG LÄSER OFTA BÅTTIDNINGAR 

4:117 980424 DI BÖRS & FINANS: STORA MOTSVARADE FÖRVÄNTNINGARNA 

4:118 980502 DI ...GUNNAR MALM I TRANS LINK 

4:119 980509 SYD NU STÄLLS FLER KRAV PÅ BÄTTRE STÄMMOR 

4:120 980510 DN KRÖNIKA: DÅLIGA FRÅGOR PÅ STÄMMORNA 

4:121 980518 DI BÖRS & FINANS: STORA OCH MODO TAR EN PAUS - MEN SEDAN 

4:122 980527 Dl MEDIERNA ÄLSKAR SPORT - MEN JAGAR VD 

4:123 980529 FT RATOS VD GÅR I PROTEST 
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5:1 980603 SVD SKOGSINDUSTRIN: FLER STRUKTURAFFÄRER VÄNTAR BRANSCHEN 

5:2 980603 YD INVESTORS ANSVAR BEGRÄNSAS 

5:3 980604 DI AFFÄREN VINSTLOTT FÖR ROBUR 

5:4 980604 DI STORAS VD GÅR EFTER 82 DAGAR 

5:5 980604 DI FALUN I SORG ÖVER STORAS FLYTT 

5:6 980604 SYD STORA UPP EFTER FUSIONEN MED ENSO 

5:7 980615 SVD JAG ÄR SÅ STOLT ÖVER ATT INGET LÄCKTE 

5:8 980617 DI LARS-ÅKE HELGESSON NY ORDFÖRANDE I TPS 

5:9 980630 DI BÖRS & FINANS: RISKKAPITALBOLAG GÖR FYND HOS WALLENBERG 

5:10 980701 BIZ GAMLINGARNA HÅLLER - SKANDALER SKAPAR NYA KÄNDISAR 

5:11 980803 FT 3 MINUTER MED LARS-ÅKE HELGESSON 

5:12 980819 AFV WALLENBERGS OFFER 

5:13 980828 DN NÄRINGSLIVET: DIREKTÖRERNA SITTER ALLT LÖSARE 

5:14 980831 DI HELGESSON HELGAR ARBETET 

5:15 981012 VA FINLÄNDARNA TAR KOMMANDOT 

5:16 981015 DI BÖRS & FINANS: STORA-VD PRICKADE IN BOTTENKURS 

5:17 981105 GP BERGGREN TROR PÅ SVENSK MODELL 

5:18 981130 VA AHLGREN VILSE I SKOGEN 

5:19 981209 AFV RED VALÖR: ÅRETS TAVLOR 

5:20 990118 FT VÄNTA MED STORAENSO 

5:21 990226 CH HÄR FÖDS FLEST CHEFER 

5:22 990302 DI STATEN FICK AHLGREN PÅ FALL 

5:23 990307 TTS VASALOPPET-OLAN 

5:24 990514 SVD ASSIDOMÄN STUVAR OM I STYRELSEN 

5:25 990525 VA REDO FÖR MOTORSÅGEN 

5:26 990608 DI BÖRS & FINANS: VD-KARUSELLEN SNURRAR SNABBARE ÄN NÅGONSIN 

5:27 990621 SVD STATEN I NÄRKAMP MED DET PRIVATA 

5:28 990709 GP VEM TAR MAKTEN I FRAMTIDENS ERICSSON? 

5:29 990823 DI WALLENBERGDIREKTÖRERNAS GYLLENE EXTRAKNÄCK 

5:30 990827 DN STATLIGA FÖRETAG: NYA NAMN I STATLIGA STYRELSER 

5:31 991006 DI BÖRSKRÖNIKAN: VITA PUDLAR DUGER INTE 

5:32 991025 DI FYRA FAMÖSA FLOPPAR 

5:33 991113 DI UTLANDSFLYTT KÄNSLIG FRÅGA FÖR NÄRINGSLIVET 

5:34 991206 DN BLOMSTRANDE INVESTERINGAR 

5:35 000107 DI FEM MYROR ÄR DUKTIGARE ÄN STORA CELSIUS 

5:36 000121 Dl FOLK I FARTEN: KULTURKALENDERN 

5:37 000222 DI GAMLA SKOGSDIREKTÖRER SÄLJER PAPPER PÅ INTERNET 

5:38 000313 VA TRUSTORSVINDELN: MILJARDPLÅSTRET 

5:39 000324 DI VARNING FÖR DYR MASSA 

5:40 000324 SVD HELGESSONS COMEBACK 

5:41 000327 VA OLYCKSBRODER FINNER LYCKAN 

5:42 000419 AFV PAPPERSSAMHÄLLET PÅ INTERNET 

5:43 000512 SYD BUSSBYGGARNA SOM TAR UTMANINGAR 

5:44 000613 TTS FRIIDROTT 
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Appendix 5 

Pictorial references to CEO changes in the annual reports of Swedish publicly traded 
corporations 1987-1996. 

Company 

Alfa Laval 

Allgon 
Atlas Copco 
A-S 

Bahco 

B & B 

BPA 

Eken 

Esselte 

Euroc 

Euroc 

Finnveden 

Geveko 

Hexagon 
Holmen 

Incentive 

Industrivärden1 
J&W 

Klövern 

Marabou 

Marieberg 
NCB 

Nisses 

Procordia 

Ratos 

Skanska 

Spectraphysics 
Stena 

Stora 

ÅF 

Number 
Year of 

pictures 

1988 2 

1991 2 

1990 1 

1996/97 1 

1989 3 

1989/90 2 

1991 2 

1989 1 

1988 1 

1989 1 

1994 4 

1990 2 

1990 2 

1987 2 

1987 2 

1988 2 

1993 1 

1996 1 

1994 1 

1987 1 

1988 1 

1991 1 

1987 

1991 1 

1991 

1990 1 

1989 1 

1991 

1991 1 

1988 1 

Type of image 

Singles 
Singles 
Strong expression 
Strong expression 
Strong expression, single 
Strong expression, side by side 
Singles 
Strong expression 
Strong expression 
Strong expression 
Singles 
Singles 
Singles 
Singles 
Singles 
Singles
Single2 
Strong expression 
Singles 
Strong expression 
Strong expression 
Side by side 
Singles 
Strong expression 
Singles 
Singles 
Strong expression 
Singles 
Side by side 
Strong expression 

Section of annual report 

Pres. of senior management 
Letter to the shareholders 

Inside of cover 

Director's report 
Letter to the shareholders 

Letter to the shareholders, pres. of senior man. 
Letter to the shareholders 

Pres. of senior management 
Introduction 

Pres. of senior management 
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This picture almost escaped categorization. It shows the departing CEO in an armchair with his portrait on the wall 
behind him. There is no reference to a successor, but rather to the tradition of commissioning portraits of departing 
officials. I have therefore included it as a pictorial reference to CEO change. 
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ABSTRACT 

Griinberg, J., 2002: Problematic Departures. CEO Exits in Large Swedish Publicly 
Traded Corporations. Written in English.244 pp. Uppsala. ISSN 1103-8454 

The CEO departure is an important mechanism in corporate governance. It is by using 
this mechanism that boards of directors may discipline management. This study 
examines departures in the governance of large Swedish corporations. 

The study builds on three kinds of data. Thirteen former CEOs and chairmen in large 
Swedish publicly traded corporations have been interviewed. Also, the presentation of 
departures in annual reports of Swedish publicly traded corporations during the period 
1987-1996 has been studied. Finally, two case studies were made of how the business 

press reports on departures. The study has used qualitative research methods and a 

particular aim has been to understand departures as processes. 
The results offer a more comprehensive understanding of departures as governance 

mechanisms. The problematic departure evolves contrary to expectations of normal 
departures. Important characteristics of the problematic departure are that they are often 

troubling to directors, chairmen and CEOs, while they to a general public appear as 

dramatic and interesting. This expressive character of the departure influences the 

management of the departure process. This is an important complement to how a 

departure often is perceived and classified as either voluntary or involuntary. 
This thesis describes the problematic departure as a process developing through four 

stages: sensing, taking action, departing, and recommencing. The process involves 

many important problems, such as the evaluation of the CEO, the question of which 
actors are to participate in such evaluation, and finally how information about the 

departure is to be managed. 

Jaan Griinberg, Department ofBusiness Studies, Uppsala University, Box 513, 
S-75I 20 Uppsala, Sweden 
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