
IS YOUR CHRO YOUR NEXT CEO?
A must read for any CEO and CHRO.
The key issue in the succession planning of an organization is always the 
identification of the next CEO. Over the past decade, companies have looked to 
COOs, CFOs, Chief Sales Officers, and more recently, CMOs, as likely candidates 
for taking over the helm of an organization. This trend begs the question: if 
people are among a company’s most valuable assets, why is the Chief Human 
Resources Officer (CHRO) not looked at as a potential future CEO?



To delve deeper into the 
matter, Kingsley Gate 
Partners organized a series 
of roundtable discussions 
in four cities in the Asia - 
Pacific region - Singapore, 
Bengaluru, Mumbai and 
New Delhi, involving CEOs 
and CHROs from top global 
companies across various  
industries. 
This paper attempts to 
encapsulate the discussions 
from the weeklong program.

However, change is required to help 
make this transition smooth and 
successful. To be identified as future 
CEOs, HR leaders will first need to 
demonstrate their willingness to lead 
early on in their career. In order to 
enhance their aptitude for the role, they 
must develop a thorough understanding 
of all aspects of the business. To help 
accomplish that, Boards and 
present-CEOs need to provide HR 
leaders the opportunity for rotation in 
different functions in the company for 
periods of time. The provision of these 
opportunities to hone leadership skills, 
coupled with initiative taken by HR 
leaders to demonstrate interest and 
inclination, will help break stereotypes 
and change mindsets that have 
prevented the CHRO from being viewed 
as a viable successor. Yes! Your CHRO 
can be your next CEO. Stay tuned.



Nainesh Jaisingh, Managing Director and Global Co-Head for Standard Chartered Bank, 
believes that this phenomenon is progressively taking place.

HR directors and board members have become more 
important in recent years. The next question you could be 
asking would be, is your CEO your next CHRO?

With all these aspects explored through the course of the 
discussions, a number of notable points emerged. It was generally 
agreed upon that from a capability standpoint, an HR head was at 
par with other functional heads for the position of the CEO. Through 
their experience in working with people, they could bring immense 
value to the role by leveraging the best talent in the company to 
their maximum potential - something that is required across all 
industries. This proves to be a huge advantage. Buster Houchins, 
from the Office of the CEO of Kingsley Gate Partners places 
emphasis on the perpetual importance of the HR function.

Nainesh Jaisingh,
MD and Global Co-Head,
Standard Chartered Bank

The discussion about HR has changed from a few years 
ago, when it was whether HR should have a place at the 
leadership table at all, to whether they should assume 
the foremost role in an organization.

What are the driving factors that have led to HR being 
viewed as more than an administrative support function? 
One of the factors this could be attributed to is the 
skillset of HR people.

HR professionals have a combination of empathy and 
people skills could contribute to them becoming CEOs, 
particularly in service organizations such as BPOs.

The notion within organizations that HR is a support 
function, that is to say, an enabler rather than a mainline 
function, is being challenged.

Vish Sathappan,
Director, Brand Capital

For this first time in the modern world, the speed of 
technological advances is increasing the speed of 
obsolescence. We cannot be sure of what the next 10-20 years 
will look like as we don’t know what the jobs then will look like, 
or what the technology will be. Therefore, it will always be 
about people.

Buster Houchins,
Offie of the CEO, Kingsley Gate Partners

The topic has become increasingly relevant in recent times 
owing to the evolving perception and profile of Human 
Resources (HR) and HR leaders in the past decades

Amitava Saha,
SVP HR, Biocon



Service and hospitality sectors are people-oriented, as a 
result of which talented CHROs in such companies, who 
understand people, will make for great CEOs

Harjit Bhatia,
MD and CEO, 
Asia Growth Capital Advisors

At Air Asia, we call the function ‘People & Culture’ rather than 
HR, as our whole product is about people. Therefore, a people 
manager will graduate to the role of CEO. For us, the role of a 
CEO and CHRO is closer than that of a CEO and CFO from a 
competence perspective. Keeping this is mind, we aspire to 
work towards developing the P&L skills of HR heads as 
potential heads of the business.

Amar Abrol,
CEO, Air Asia India

It is crucial to put HR heads in roles with P&L responsibilities. 
This helps increase their prominence and highlight them. You 
cannot know about the ability of an HR person to perform in 
sales role, or any leadership role, till they are given the 
opportunity to actually perform in the role and showcase 
results.

Vikram Bector,
Group CHRO, Piramal.

This sentiment is echoed by others in the service industry.

Building on this school of thought

Bala Deshpande, the Senior Managing Director of New Enterprise 
Associates, lauds this change, saying that this is the much needed 
influence from the educational level onwards that will steer 
companies towards breaking stereotypes.

Another immensely important factor that could propel HR 
executives towards business leadership roles is up to the leaders of 
companies, who can give HR heads the kind of training and 
grooming for such roles through hands of experience.

As per Vikram Bector, the Group CHRO for Piramal, one of the 
simplest ways to do so is to give them the responsibility early on in 
their tenure as HR leaders.

Give HR more exposure to executive boards and 
committees. In Europe, people are often super promoted 
from nowhere to digital transformation officer roles, as 
digital is disruptive. Investors should give more exposure 
to HR professionals on boards of companies they are 
working with, or even companies they do not work for. 
This requires a combination of both competence and 
inclination.

Bruno Fritsch,
Director, Wendel, adds



In addition to rotation, the educational background can play a major 
role in contributing to the success of candidates in leadership roles, 
as per Umesh Ramakrishnan from the Office of the CEO for Kingsley 
Gate Partners.

Some of the best CEOs and CHROs come from a liberal 
arts background. They have the ability to visualize, 
articulate and execute a vision.

Umesh Ramakrishnan
Office of the CEO, Kingsley Gate Partners

Chemistry and physics background students from liberal arts schools are 
better groomed to be leaders as compared to engineers and finance students, 
who are usually given preference today.

Vish agrees

We have started to take in graduates with psychology backgrounds as our 
interns, versus tech-oriented disciplines. This provides an advantage – they can 
use the participate irrationality of human behavior in advertising and marketing.

Reflecting this changing trend, Amar says,

What are the other factors that influence the trend of 
CHROs becoming CEOs? 
At the forefront, there is the development of the capability factor. 
The scope of HR heads moving into business leadership roles exists 
if the capability does. So, what do leading executives have to say 
about the capability of HR heads as leaders? 

Largely, the consensus is that the capability definitely exists.

HR people know that a role needs leadership and competence. 
They score high on the leadership factor. As executives who 
manage other people’s careers, they are more than capable of 
managing their own.

Sanchita Singh,
Chief People Officer,
Yumi Brands, elaborates

A large number of HR traits overlap with what is
sought in a CEO today.

Ateet Jayaswal,
HR Director South Asia,
Wipro GE Healthcare



Rohit Thakur, the Head of HR for 
Microsoft India, is of the opinion CEOs 
are business aggregators who tend to 
be in companies within similar 
industries through their years of 
experience. CHROs are more industry 
agnostic. Therefore, in order for them to 
lead a business, they would have to have 
played a role in the business itself.

This can be achieved by 
cross-functional rotation, an important 
and effective process in honing the 
capability of HR heads to helm a 
business. Harjit suggests that service 
sectors in particular should have CHROs 
take the lead on requesting P&L roles to 
demonstrate success in business 
leadership roles. Amitava recommends 
a good way to set this in motion.

CHROs as the next CEOs is a possibility, not a given. It depends 
on whether the CHRO makes the transition smoothly. 
Therefore, it would ideally be a CHRO with past business 
experience. It would have to be someone with the orientation 
and inclination towards leadership, and broader experience 
and thinking to complement that attitude.

VLorraine Parker-Clegg,
VP APAC HR, Medtronic

With these obstacles in the path of this trend, how can we help 
normalize the idea of CHROs as potential CEOs? Lorraine 
Parker-Clegg, the Vice President HR, APAC for Medtronic 
addresses the capability and inclination aspects.

Adding to the need expressed for someone with exposure to other 
business functions, there is a strong call for people who have prior 
experience in audit.

Audit staff can help support growth. We once saw an instance where an HR head was 
moved to internal audit, which proved to be a good learning opportunity. The HR head 
was given a stint in audit and finance, and other leaders were given brief roles in HR.

Vish says,



Many of my CHRO friends tell me, ‘I wish my CEO spent some 
time in HR, so that she understood the finer intricacies of the 
CHRO role

Manisha Deva,
Partner, Kingsley Gate Partners

For a CHRO to don the mantel in more of the business, 
the journey can start with giving HR heads a smaller 
business to handle before having them span across the 
range, including finance and strategy. This would 
increase their exposure to the business, and develop their 
business leadership skills.

Rohit Thakur,
Head HR, Microsoft IndiaSiraj Chaudhry, the Chairman and CEO of Cargill India, discussed 

another contributor to the debilitation of HR in leadership

To maximize the benefits of rotation, it should 
not be restricted to an HR professional 
undertaking roles across different functions. 
Business leaders, too, would benefit from 
spending some time in HR.

The possibility of a CHRO transitioning into the role of a CEO 
grows dimmer as time progresses. The reason for this is, 15 to 
20 years ago, when companies were in the growth stage, there 
was an abundance of opportunities, and with them, a need to 
address those with qualified talent. In the present day, 
companies are in the consolidation stage, and tend to have 
comparatively limited opportunities. This lowers the 
concentration that stakeholders place on HR, instead focusing 
more on other functions such as finance and marketing

Siraj Chaudhry,
The Chairman and CEO, Cargill India



The geography and the type of business can also influence the 
trend of CHROs taking over as CEOs, Mayank Bhatnagar, the Global 
HR Leader for GE Aviation states.

The difference in how popular the trend is lies in family-run 
versus professionally run businesses, and in Western 
Hemisphere versus Eastern Hemisphere businesses. In a 
family run business, demonstrating leadership and 
competence will result in a leadership role. Geographically, in 
the West, junior level jobs are compartmentalized and highly 
specific, which prevents people from doing different things. 
However, in India and China, the scarcity of talent and 
companies leads people to move around. Overall, however, the 
building blocks that give experience are customer and culture. 
Pure HR people tend not to be exposed to critical aspect of 
customer exposure, which can prove to be challenging.

Mayank Bhatnagar,
Global HR Leader, GE Aviation, States

HR is viewed as a common-sense function compared to 
other specialized functions. We as HR professionals need 
to use our statutory in a manner to visibly find solutions 
rather than limitations. Our attitudes need to be in the 
framework of – what can we do?

Prithvi Shergill,
CHRO, HCL

This would be extremely beneficial. A year ago, my best 
channel head moved to HR. A stint in HR, in my opinion, is 
essential for someone grooming to be an MD. Business 
manager need to have experience in senior level HR roles to 
familiarize themselves with what it takes to run people

Kshitij Jain,
Managing Director,
Exide Life Insurance

In addition to actual rotation, Amitav Mukherji, the 
President HR for the Foods Division of ITC< suggests a 
systematic way of inducting HR talent in different 
positions. He suggests that mid-level HR people should 
be asked to train or shadow in other functional jobs for 
3-4 months without responsibilities. Senior level people 
can be given functional responsibilities and asked to run 
with it. Citing the examples of Nnamdi Orakwue, who was 
Michael Dell’s executive assistant before being promoted 
to VP Cloud, and late VP Software, and of Amit Agarwal, 
who was Jeff Bezos’s executive assistant before taking 
over as the CEO of Amazon India, he says that the ‘fly on 
the wall’ observation technique has merit to it.

Amitav Mukherji,
President HR for the Foods Division of ITC



Where are CHROs falling short in demonstrating the importance of 
their role? Seema Nair, the Director and Head of HR for Cisco India 
and SAARC, believes that the HR fraternity does not do itself justice 
in marketing all it can do in an organization, and about the different 
things it can make happen.

For HR to showcase its value, HR professionals need to 
take a risk and stick their hands out. They need to take 
accountability for the business, and call themselves 
change agents, catalysts, facilitators, partners or 
coaches

Seema Nair,
Director and Head of HR,
Cisco India and SAARC

Another key factor in fulfilling 
their potential to undertake a 
leadership role would be to 
identify the traits that put them 
at par with the competition in 
the run for the ultimate 
leadership position.

With the growing prevalence of 
the trend of CFOs and CMOs 
becoming CHROs, it is 
interesting to identify what puts 
them first in the line of 
succession.



A CFO typically has more insight than a CHRO to ask questions about the running of a 
specialized function, owing to their knowledge of finance. A CMO has a relevant 
responsibility because they are dealing with marketing, and the market is the buyer. 
The CHROs are, thus, left out, and asked to mind their own business.

Amitav says,

Building on this,

Ateet believes that since finance is relevant to the 
responsibilities of a CEO, CFO and general counsel tend 
to engage with customers. CHROs tend to have this 
opportunity far lesser, making the CFO a preferred 
successor.

The consensus is that CHROs have to find ways to 
engage with the customer in order to ensure that they are 
not operating in a vaccum away from the market.

A lot of HR people are not willing to take the risk of moving out of HR. They are 
reluctant to leave their comfort zones. There is also a notable lack of role models for 
them, of people who have successfully made this transition. This discourages them 
from stepping up and taking the initiative.

Amitav says

The question is how many HR heads are keen to walk the path to 
understand the business and finance aspects and do the extra 
roles? The data points to few today.

Another area for improvement is in the demonstration of 
the value of HR by its heads.

The role of a CHRO is critical to any organization, in 
particular a domestic organization. Demonstrating its 
importance is the responsibility of the CHRO.

Mukesh Butani,
The Managing Partner for BMR



In the case of Chief Marketing executives, sales and marketing 
people always tend to ask, ‘What’s next for me?’ HR people 
tend not to do that as much

Amita Maheshwari,
Head HR, Star TV

HR as a function has come a long way in the past three 
decades. Three decades ago, it was more about welfare. 
We are the last amongst other functions in terms of 
evolution, trained and bred to believe that CHROs do not 
become CEOs. HR does not understand numbers. How 
would a CEO or a Board have the confidence to handover 
a business to someone who is not comfortable with 
numbers? In addition to this, other functional heads are 
first to put their hands up and ask, ‘What’s next for me?’ 
The discussion needs to be built around this question for 
HR heads

Sandeep Girotra,
Head of APAC HR, DaVita

The predominant determinacy lies with the boards. In Indian 
companies in particular, Boards tend to have a very narrow 
understanding of the actual concept of HR, which proves to be 
a hindrance

Adil Malia,
Group HR Head, Essar, agress.

It is a mindset issue, which is why this subject is even 
relevant today. HR is a very industry-agnostic function, 
with lesser exposure to technical issues. As a result, 
people get socialized very early on. The CEO selection 
process has too much plugh and play involved. 
Conventional thinking, which puts HR at a disadvantage, 
always stands in the way. Why does HR get stereotyped 
this way? HR professionals do shy away from 
responsibilities, but this will not happen as much if the 
people who matter in decision-making give HR more 
responsibility. Our boards need to be enlightened enough 
to let this happen.

Prabir Jha,
Global Chief People Officer, Cipla

The initiative issue proves to be an obstacle as it adversely affects 
the willingness of HR heads to push themselves to cultivate their 
own paths to business leadership.

IN ADDITION TO ACTUAL ROTATION



A lot depends on the situation an organization is in. Organizations facing issues, such 
as banks presently are, would find that a CHRO would be helpful in resolving a lot of 
their structural, cultural and organizational issues.

In light of the capability, willingness and 
circumstantial factors discussed, the 
question arises: What are the impediments 
in the way of CHROs becoming CEOs?

Some of the factors have already been 
addressed: the lack of specialization, 
training, exposure to the business, and 
other functional knowledge about the 
business, such as the finance, marketing, or 
customer interaction aspects, which other 
functions may be more well-versed with.

Other factors that emerged during the 
course of the discussion included a mindset 
issue, an initiative issue, a value 
demonstration issue, a geographical 
distinction, and the diminishing possibility 
of this trend translating into a sustainable 
course of action.

On the mindset front, as discussed, HR has 
always been at a disadvantage of being 
viewed as a support function.

Sandeep says, 

The other factor discussed as an influence on the trend was the 
circumstances of a company at a given point time.

Being a CEO is not really all about glory. As the CEO of a small 
company, you will automatically be part of the HR group. Being 
mostly with people requires experience in HR. But finally, the 
desire and fitment needs to come from within you. To be the 
CEO, you need to want to be the CEO.

Frederik Groth,
CEO APAC, Archer Daniels Midland

A factor to consider is want versus can. Can depends on factors such 
as a person’s educational background. Want would be the people who 
raise their hands early on in their careers, and express their 
aspirations to lead, and their desire to rotate. This would showcase a 
willing attitude.” 

If fresh graduates start their careers with the basic thought and 
ambition that the CHRO is the ultimate rung on the ladder, then they 
have lost the battle to ever become a CEO right from the beginning.

So, what can HR people do to take more initiative?

Sandeep says that HR people need to keep pushing themselves and 
telling themselves to keep trying relentlessly, as the line of succession 
depends on competence as well as intent. Sanchita agrees.

Sandeep says,

Vs.


