
With 28 years of experience in recruiting executive and non-executive directors for PE-backed
businesses, Directorbank supplemented team knowledge with opinion from its network of PE
investors and high-achieving Board directors. We then paired this with Assessio's rigorous, science-
backed approach to leadership assessment - including personality and work values questionnaires - to
uncover the deeper personality traits, competencies and motivations behind standout candidates. 

Assessio is a pioneer in evidence-based leadership assessment, combining decades of validated
psychometrics with cutting-edge technology and deep business context. 
https://www.assessio.ai/
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What makes a standout Chief Executive Officer?



What makes a standout PE CEO? 

Every PE-backed business needs strong financial discipline and operational rigour. But none of it matters without 

the right person at the top. The CEO hire is the most consequential decision a PE investor will make - and one of 

the hardest to get right. 

Few roles carry as much weight as that of the PE CEO. They are the owner of the investment thesis, a translator 

between Boardroom and shop floor, and an agile change-agent expected to deliver at speed with the financial 

and commercial acumen to keep a highly involved investor onside throughout. 

So, what separates those CEOs who thrive in PE-backed environments from those who don’t? 

With 28 years of experience in recruiting Board level directors for PE-backed businesses across the UK and 

Germany, the team at Directorbank Executive Search supplemented their own knowledge with opinion from our 

network of PE investors and Board directors.  

Here’s a summary of the top 5 findings. 

1/ 

They carry the whole thesis. 

The PE CEO isn’t just responsible for running the business. They are responsible for delivering an investment 

case - one that was built on assumptions, projections and a set of strategic bets that now need to be executed 

under time pressure and with investor scrutiny at every Board meeting. The best PE CEOs internalise this. They 

don’t treat the investment thesis as something that happened before they arrived. They own it, interrogate it and 

drive it forward. 

2/ 

They make decisions with incomplete information and no permission to hesitate. 

Corporate leaders are often surrounded by process - governance structures, approval hierarchies, lengthy 

planning cycles. In a PE-backed business, that scaffolding is largely absent. The CEO must move fast, commit 

clearly, and bring people with them without the luxury of extended consensus-building. Candidates who are 

brilliant in structured environments often find the PE world genuinely disorientating. The ones who thrive are 

comfortable with uncertainty and energised by pace. 

3/ 

They build trust in two directions, simultaneously. 

The PE CEO must maintain the confidence of the investor while also earning the loyalty and respect of the 

management team and workforce. These aren’t always compatible demands. Investors want transparency and 

pace; teams want stability and clarity. The best CEOs achieve both. 

4/ 

They know when to challenge the plan. 

The worst outcome in a PE relationship isn’t disagreement - it’s a CEO who can see the strategy isn’t working 

but doesn’t speak up. The best PE CEOs have the confidence and the relationship clout to push back on the 

investor when the facts change, to re-underwrite assumptions and to advocate for a different course. That takes 

courage. It also takes credibility which must be built quickly, but carefully. 

5/ 

They’ve led through transformation, not just managed through stability. 

Almost every PE-backed business is in some form of transition - post-acquisition integration, market repositioning, 

operational restructuring, or preparing for an exit that demands a different backdrop than the one that exists 

today. The CEO who succeeds isn’t distinguished by pedigree. They've lived through transformations, learned 

the hard way, and carry those instincts with them into the next opportunity. 



 
 

 

 

Personality Traits, Competencies and Role Requirements 
 
 
Part operator, part change agent, wholly accountable - the standout PE CEO doesn’t just inherit a plan, they 

make it real. They arrive carrying the instincts of someone who has already led a PE-backed business through 

real transformation, and delivered, sitting at the centre of a high-pressure, fast-paced environment and translating 

the investor’s vision into transformative growth and operational efficiency. 

  

But which competencies, skills, and personality traits set apart a standout CEO in a PE-backed environment? 

 

To dive deeper, we paired 28 years of experience recruiting board-level directors for PE-backed businesses with 

Assessio’s rigorous, science-backed approach to leadership assessment, including personality and work values 

questionnaires, to uncover the deeper traits and competencies behind high-achieving candidates. 

 

Assessio is a pioneer in evidence-based leadership assessment, combining decades of validated psychometrics 

with cutting-edge technology and deep business context. https://www.assessio.ai/ 

 

 

DEFINING PERSONALITY TRAITS 
 

▶ Calm under pressure 

Has weathered a downturn, an integration or a 

restructuring before, and stays composed and 

clear-headed when the Board, the numbers or 

the market move - and helps the team do the 

same. 

 ▶ Decisive communicator 

Cuts through noise to give a clear point of view. 

Translates the PE investor's vision into a story 

the whole organisation can rally behind. 

 

▶ Entrepreneurial and achievement-driven 

Sets an ambitious bar and keeps raising it - 

takes calculated risks to outperform the plan, 

not just hit it – and inspires all around them to 

do the same. 

 ▶ Adaptable operator 

Comfortable pivoting strategy on incomplete 

information. Treats volatility as the normal 

operating environment, not the exception. 

 

▶ Resilient under scrutiny 

Keeps emotions in check and performance high 

through setbacks, bad quarters and hard 

conversations with the Board. 

 ▶ Trusted relationship-builder 

Builds genuine rapport with the executive team, 

the Board and the PE investor - the connective 

tissue that holds a fast-moving company 

together. 

 

 
CORE COMPETENCIES 

 
Business acumen - Reads markets, competitors and internal data fluently enough to evaluate the impact of 

decisions and moves quickly to capture new opportunities. 

Strategic thinking - Anticipates future scenarios by pattern-matching from prior transformations, articulates a 

compelling vision and links strategic goals to the daily work of the business. 

Ensuring accountability - Sets clear performance expectations and holds both self and others to the standard 

required to hit the value creation plan. 

 

https://www.assessio.ai/


 
 

 

 

 

Achievement orientation - Sets challenging goals, constantly looks for ways to improve performance and takes 

calculated risks to exceed the standard of excellence. 

Resilience - Keeps emotions under control, sustains high performance under pressure and recovers quickly 

from setbacks and disappointment. 

Building relationships - Develops and maintains genuine relationships inside and outside the company, building 

the network needed to support current and future goals. 

Conceptual thinking - Sees the patterns within complex, often ambiguous information and turns them into 

simple, actionable explanations. 

Influencing others - Expresses a point of view in a convincing, honest, and respectful way - using sound 

argument to rally support and inspire action. 

Leading teams - Takes on the leadership role naturally, builds a strong team identity around the executive 

group, resolves disputes before they escalate, and knows which gaps to close immediately and which talent to 

back through the plan. 

 
 

KEY ROLE REQUIREMENTS 
 

▶ Strategic vision and execution 

Develops and executes growth strategies - 

market expansion, product development, etc - 

tightly aligned to the value creation plan. 

 ▶ Exit-tested judgement 

Has most likely taken a business through to a 

successful exit before and understands what the 

buyer’s diligence will test. 

▶ Financial and commercial acumen  

Connects financial performance to commercial 

decisions and owns the P&L - uses this fluency 

to act faster and sharper, and to keep investors’ 

confident the plan holds up. 

 ▶ Stakeholder communication 

Articulates a clear vision and aligns teams 

around it while engaging credibly with the 

Board, the investor, and external stakeholders. 

▶ Proven PE-backed track record 

Has already delivered a value creation plan 

inside a PE-backed business. Has led a 

company through a transition before, driving 

both operational efficiency and strategic growth 

at pace. 

 ▶ Team building and mentorship 

Assembles and mentors a high-performing 

senior team capable of carrying the growth plan 

forward. 

 
 

“The best PE CEOs don’t arrive to find their feet. They arrive with the instincts of someone who 

has already done it - and they make growth feel inevitable, not improvised.” 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

If you're thinking about your leadership team or your personal career ambitions, we’d welcome a confidential 

conversation. 

 

 

Directorbank Executive Search 

UK. +44 20 7255 7940 

Germany. +49 69 719 1829 0 

Directorbank.com 

 

 

 

 
 

AssessioAI is an innovative leadership assessment platform that equips organisations with the clarity and 

confidence needed to make smarter decisions in hiring, succession planning and leadership development. 

Combining decades of validated psychometrics with business context, the platform offers more data, sharper 

insight, and AI-driven guidance. Above all, it helps to decrease risk through improved hiring efficiency, reduced 

bias, and the greater likelihood of candidate success in a role.  

 

AssessioAI is part of the Assessio Group. 

 

assessio@assessio.ai 

+46 87 75 09 00 

Assessio.ai 
 

http://www.directorbank.com/
tel:+4687750900
https://www.assessio.ai/
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