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ABSTRACT  

How can the CEO who rarely finds himself without the eager attention of direct reports and 

employees feel lonely?  The successful CEO, constantly surrounded by intelligent minds willing 

to offer sensible advice and favor-seekers relentlessly flattering him, is seldom physically alone.  

Entrepreneurs of small successful companies, CEOs of mid-market firms and top executives of 

large corporations will always find people willing to listen to him, whether he is talking about 

business, politics or personal topics.  While, physically, a CEO may not be alone, his unique 

position inflicts a special kind of emotional loneliness reserved only for the top executive who 

has the ultimate responsibility for rationalizing the business chaos swirling around his firm.  

Chaos only he alone can comprehend in total from his perch atop the firm.   

Unless you are a top executive, it is impossible to appreciate the turbulence that inhabits the 

mind of the CEO.  There is no shortage of inputs for them to consider.  The origins of these 

inputs are diverse and determining the motivation of the advisor is a difficult task.  Filtering out 

the noise in order to focus on the most astute and appropriate insights is a daunting challenge.  

The CEO is the only executive within his firm responsible for every employee.  He realizes that 
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he is alone atop the organization he has built.  CEOs understand that, given the nature of their 

position, their isolation will continue for as long as they remain the firm’s top executive.  

Without exception, every CEO experiences this sense of isolation and they universally admit 

that, in fact, “It is lonely at the top."  

This feeling of loneliness and peer isolation can impair the CEO’s decision-making ability and, 

ultimately, limit his capacity to perform as the company’s top executive.  This paper analyzes 

the negative effects loneliness and peer isolation have on the top executive decision-making 

and, in turn, the firm’s performance.  It will also discuss how CEO peer groups can effectively 

counteract these negative effects. 
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INTRODUCTION  

The term chief executive officer in this presentation is basically meant to showcase the 

applicable title of an organization’s top executive.  It constitutes titles including but not limited 

to:  President, Owner, Chief Executive Officer, Managing Partner and Founder.  

 A good number of chief executive officers feel a sense of social and relational isolation due 

their prominent positions. According to an article in Academy of Management Executives, 

loneliness is specifically identified as one of the major primary health risk factors that CEOs and 

other business executives face.  Often, this loneliness is applicable to CEOs who possess few 

resources to tap into when mulling over their organizations’ performance decisions. Usually, 

CEOs participate in peer groups to minimize the level of isolation and loneliness at the top, 

especially in decision-making situations.  By accessing new options, knowledge, experience and 

recommendations, CEOs are in a better position to make performance decisions.  

The magnitude of their responsibilities and duties can alienate CEOs from other executives and 

employees.  They are privy to highly confidential information that cannot usually be shared 

with most coworkers and advisors.  Besides, CEOs hold positions of power and authority that 

can lead to a real or imagined sense of alienation.  While good news can quickly rise to the top, 

bad news moves at an exponentially slower rate.  With lower-level employees guarding higher-

ups from bad news, CEOs can find themselves increasingly insulated. 

 CEOs may emotionally isolate themselves to maintain the appearance of confidence.  While 

this tactic may sustain overall morale, CEOs will pay a great emotional and relational cost to 
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keep up the facade.  As a result, they may experience isolation due to the pervasive but false 

perception that it is an admission of weakness for leaders to ask questions or seek outside help.   

Furthermore, many CEOs struggle with feelings of insecurity, while still others battle their own 

inflated egos.  Some will surround themselves with “yes people,” whose constant affirmation 

may lead a CEO to develop a distorted sense of themselves and the business.  Such unchecked 

egos overpower good business sense and jeopardize the organization’s health.  

CEOs exist in a world with many surprises and uncertainties.  They must continually meet the 

demands of ever-changing consumers, workers, investors and company owners; striving for 

better performance, better results and bigger returns.  One method of more effectively running 

these organizations in a volatile environment is through joining a focused CEO peer group 

whose major provisions are top executive learning and removal of peer isolation and loneliness. 

Defined CEO peer groups offer the opportunity for tough company decisions to be resolved 

with the assistance of fellow knowledgeable CEOs. This greatly influences an organization’s 

decision-making process as top executives are in a position to find solutions to their day-to-day 

management issues.  They are privileged to access various companies' bottom and top line 

decisions.  In today’s competitive business environment, where businesses repeatedly go 

through revolutions, CEOs are faced with difficult tasks aimed at pleasing investors, customers 

and partners.  Therefore, efficient decision-making is fundamental.  Top executive officers 

should be prepared to swiftly and systematically make difficult decisions for the success of their 

companies.  Peer isolation and loneliness impairs this efficiency, as critical decisions, testing 

issues and problematic issues cannot be discussed and performance uncertainties cannot be 
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counteracted.  It is thus essential that CEOs join CEO peer groups to counteract the effects of 

isolation and loneliness on top executive decision-making. 

ISOLATION AS A HUMAN CONDITION 

The emotional state of loneliness has been described as, “a gnawing and chronic disease 

without redeeming features,” (Weiss, 1975).  It afflicts approximately 60 million people in the 

U.S. alone (Cacioppo & Patrick, 2008).  It can be brief and superficial, such as being the last one 

chosen for a team on the playground; or it can be specific and severe, such as suffering the 

death of a dear friend.  Feelings of loneliness are also felt in many professional domains, as 

Individuals will feel lonely when they believe they are isolated.  For instance, many CEOs will 

feel helpless as though no co-worker or employee is qualified to assist them on certain tasks at 

the work place.  

Feelings of loneliness and isolation have been found to coincide with a variety of maladies such 

as alcoholism (Akerlind & Hornquist, 1992), depressive symptoms (Shaver & Brennan, 1991), 

impaired sleep (Hawkley, Burleson, Berntson, & Cacioppo, 2003), and suicide (Wenz, 1977). 

Given the critical influence of perceived social loneliness on health outcomes, coupled with the 

fact that most people spend the majority of their lives at work (Muchinsky, 2000), the first 

purpose of this study is to analyze the effect loneliness and peer isolation have on the top 

executive's decision-making.  In other words, this study aims to establish the influences of 

workplace strains on CEO decision-making and subsequent organization performance. 

Social loneliness is usually characterized by boredom and alienation (Weiss, 1975).  It is often 

caused by a lack of social integration and meaningful relationships.  Social loneliness is closely 
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related to somatic complaints, anxiety and social dysfunction among top executives.  It is 

therefore true that these feeling may make CEOs emotionally exhausted, preventing them from 

effectively working, planning or decision-making.  

Loneliness is also negatively related to task performance and human contextual performance, 

as it is known to breed health related strains.  An executive officer attending to health-related 

issues is likely to direct his or her attention, time and effort away from job-related duties.  As a 

result, his or her job performance will suffer.  On the contrary, top executives who don’t feel 

isolated will devote more personal resources and engage in more behaviors that boost candid 

decision-making and performance. Generally: semantic complaints, anxiety and social 

dysfunction that stem from loneliness and isolation are negatively related to task and 

contextual performance. 

EFFECTS OF LONELINESS AND PEER ISOLATION ON TOP EXECUTIVE’S 

DECISION MAKING AND HOW IT AFFECTS THE ORGANIZATION’S 

PERFORMANCE 

Peer isolation leaves top executives unable to access a wealth of experience, knowledge and 

skills offered by fellow CEOs.  As a result, top executives are not in a position to access sound 

management skills, knowledge and strategies that are easily translated into business decisions, 

as these pertinent ideas are sealed to ensure that identifying loopholes is impossible.  In other 

words, loneliness inhibits transfer of learning, a vital aspect of better decision-making.  Without 

the presence of active transfer of learning, CEOs are not in a position to access new ideas, 

knowledge and skills that ultimately breed new opportunities and alternatives (Parsloe and 

Wray, 2000).  
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Peer isolation also negatively affects problem-solving techniques.  These techniques are 

minimized due to a lack of new knowledge, ideas and experience.  Peer learning is on the 

cutting edge of company transformation.  Therefore, in a circumstance where there is no peer 

isolation and loneliness, there is learning of new knowledge, ideas and experience that presents 

top executives with new problem-solving techniques. 

Top executives who run non-publicly traded companies find themselves constantly in need of 

new ideas, tutors or sounding boards to assist in solving company issues.  This is largely because 

these companies are typically operated by a limited number of persons, making the potential 

resources of knowledge and experience scarce.  Therefore, resources are often inadequate and 

droughts in idea generation and implementation are common.  Peer isolation abhors numerous 

applicable ideas appropriate for decision-making purposes.  Top executives therefore become 

very frustrated.  An inability to share their frustrations ultimately implies an inability to 

facilitate access to new ideas that are appropriate for decision-making.  A lonely and isolated 

CEO has no outlet to truthfully be him/herself.  They are without a place where they can share 

their organization’s problems authentically and transparently in order to receive amicable 

solutions.  As asserted by resurgent literature, CEOs are not able to meet company problems 

and challenges alone.  They are in need of relationships full of trust - with persistent support to 

accomplish set goals (Franzi, 2008).  Failure to obtain these relationships relates to poor 

organization performance. 

Peer isolation and loneliness make CEOs suffer from strategy-setting syndrome.  Strategy- 

setting is significant for better performance in any company.  Strategy (or goal) setting makes 
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top executives proactive in their day-to-day operations, as opposed to being reactive. 

Loneliness and peer isolation encloses CEOs in a vacuum where they find themselves unable to 

learn.  They are unable to access successful strategic formulas usually discussed in roundtable 

meetings by fellow CEOs or the organization’s employees.  This consequently means that the 

CEO is not in a position to become familiar with an organization’s winning strategies, (Franzi, 

2008).  As a result of peer isolation, top executive managers without well-defined goals or 

strategies are not at liberty to share, imitate, make and implement decisions shared in peer 

learning groups.  This implies that top executive officers will not perceive everything in broader 

angles and access full support to make changes.  Top executives find it difficult to understand 

winning strategy setting without focused peer learning.  It is only in round table meetings and 

discussions that winning strategies and goals are shared and coached (Franzi, 2008).  

Peer isolation and loneliness results in a lack of commitment to action and reduced 

accountability.  Top executives often lack people to make them accountable to their decisions 

and actions.  As a result, there is no follow through for actions undertaken for the betterment 

of the organization.  Without follow through in decisions made, accountability and commitment 

are misplaced and CEOs easily find themselves off track, with no one to check whether a set 

target is realistic or achievable.  Needless to say, accountability and commitment are the 

bottom line in performance - decisions made without them will breed negative performance.  

Loneliness at work hampers chief executive officers’ task and contextual performance.  

Consistent with some formulations in the stress literature, (Cohen, 1980; Van Dyne, Jehn & 

Cummings, 2002; LePine, et al., 2005) if an employee is attending to health-related strains 
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stemming from peer isolation and loneliness, it means he or she is redirecting attention, time 

and effort resources away from job duties, i.e. decision making and planning (Vroom, 1964).  As 

a result, his or her job performance will suffer.  On the other hand, healthy top executives do 

not experience such distractions.  They are likely to devote more personal resources and 

engage in more behaviors that facilitate job performance.  In addition, job strains have been 

found to be associated with both task performance (Searle, Bright, & Bochner, 2001) and 

contextual performance (Miller, Griffin, & Hart, 1999).  A top executive is thus not in a position 

to perform his/her mandates effectively, plunging his/her organization into underperformance.  

CEOs are charged with the responsibility of making decisions relating to the coordination of 

company activities and resources as well as the company’s performance management.  They 

however cannot succeed in making these decisions alone.  Belonging to a peer group is helpful 

as an executive officer is able to hear experts speak, and share on ways to implement items 

learned. Peer groups give CEOs access to successful ethics management systems, employee 

performance management, group performance management, company performance 

management, product/ service management, marketing and promotion, pertinent policies and 

procedures and program management.  Lonely and isolated top executive are not in a position 

to learn these basics and therefore constantly lag behind in their performance and decision- 

making.  Therefore, peer isolation and loneliness hampers decision-making in regards to the 

coordination of company activities and resources.  

CEOs require advisors to help solve issues that cannot be shared or discussed with their 

respective boards.  As a result of peer isolation and loneliness, these issues are left unresolved. 
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CEOs join peer-learning groups so they can freely discuss challenges and offer pieces of advice 

to each other on critical decisions.  In essence, these customized discussions are able to solve 

real-time and bottom line problems.  These solutions are then implemented in overall decision-

making to help arrest future problems as well.  This, however, is not the case with CEOs who 

are lonely and undergo social dysfunctions that bar them from consulting with peer executives.  

They tend to keep management issues and problems to themselves, greatly influencing the 

performance of their companies.  

Loneliness and peer isolation can also result in a top executive being unable to balance his/her 

personal life with work duties.  Through peer learning, top executives are in a position to 

balance home life and work.  This means that they are not likely to feel socially dysfunctional, 

enabling them to devote their full participation in the day-to-day activities of their respective 

organizations.  According to academic research, loneliness and peer isolation is a major 

problem behind mental health issues in CEOs, while socially integrated CEOs are likely to 

experience more rewarding interpersonal interactions and positive emotions (Watson & Clark, 

1997), as well as perceive less stress and have less risk of health problems.  As a result, they are 

able to dedicate their full time and resources to the betterment of their company.   

Lonely and peer isolated top executive officers rarely receive honest feedback on problems and 

are therefore less able to make vetted and tested decisions.  On the other hand, top executives 

who attend peer learning are in a position to receive honest, unfiltered feedback that can be 

implemented immediately into the company.  The ideas generated during discussions offer new 

viewpoints to company challenges.  For example, top executives are able to make decisions 
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relating to payroll and personnel issues after satisfactory discussions with fellow CEOs.  In other 

words, the discussions present top executives with honest and direct feedback appropriate for 

solving a pertinent issue via modeling the decisions employed by fellow CEOs.  With today’s 

challenging business environment, only top executives who are proactive enough to access 

team advisors and tutors to obtain feedback, coaching, support and accountability will perform 

better than the marketplace.  This signifies how easily strategic decisions can be made by top 

executives when a problem is shared and the power of peer learning is employed.  

Peer isolation and loneliness that chief executive officers undergo is anti team building, as peer 

isolation can lead to antisocial relationships. This affects strategic decision-making by CEOs.  

Team building is an aspect of leadership and presents top executives with varying levels of self-

examination, group participation, problem solving and clarity.  Generally, top executives are 

capable of employing a goal-setting approach, interpersonal approach, managerial grid model 

or the role models of team building which are easily translated into performance decisions 

(Franzi, 2008).  For instance, through team building top managers are in a position to learn 

more about employees’ behaviors including coordination, direction and extent of efforts.  Team 

building facilitates problem recognition, as executives are able to share, discuss and find 

solutions to the identified business issues in their peer groups.  Based on generated solutions, 

sound goals and decisions are set to mitigate the problems identified.  A lonely and peer 

isolated chief executive officer does not benefit from the benefits of team interactions and is 

more likely to suffer in making successful decisions.  
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HOW CEO PEER GROUPS COUNTERACT PEER ISOLATION AND LONELINESS 

A major solution for combating peer isolation and loneliness in CEOs lies in their respective peer 

groups.  As opposed to turning to direct reports, advisors or friends for support, a top executive 

can turn to a peer group where members can wholly appreciate the situation and offer 

informed and balanced empathy.  Therefore, a peer isolated and lonely CEO should feel free to 

join in peer-learning groups where they are guaranteed to find honest feedback and 

accountability. Top executive officers may feel lonely and peer isolated in regards to making 

decisions that relate to: 

� How to enhance accountability 

� Ways of developing a stronger support network 

� Winning delegation skills and strategies 

� Best management practices that are likely to enhance productivity 

� Ways on how to realize better return on investment 

� Approaches to team work and team building 

� How to increase the level of company’s profitability and the stakes that come with it 

� How to remain competitive in the ever volatile business world 

In peer learning groups, these problematic decisions form the agenda of the round table 

discussions consisting of fellow experienced and competent CEOs.  Therefore, CEO peer groups 

can counteract peer isolation and loneliness in different ways. To help understand how peer 

groups counteract loneliness, it is necessary to have a clear understanding of what CEO peer 

groups are.   
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CEO peer groups are made up of chief executive officers, organization’s presidents, 

organization’s owners, managing partners and organization founders who have come together 

to offer managerial and decision-making solutions to each other. These groups are peer 

consulting groups, informal in nature, with the obligation of meeting periodically to assess and 

confront business issues pertinent to each member's company performance. They are 

specifically formed with the goal of helping one another through knowledge and idea sharing, 

while alleviating top executive loneliness when it comes to decision-making.  

HOW CEO PEER GROUPS OPERATE 

CEO peer groups entertain free and transparent discussion of company issues, support sharing, 

advice and networking from fellow CEOs in non-competing industries.  In essence, peer groups 

act in the capacity as a company’s most trusted advisor - charged with the responsibility of 

knowledge provision in round table discussions.  When members openly talk and share with 

fellow CEOs who are able to understand their difficulties, they can give advice and examples of 

how they have handled similar situations successfully.  

When an issue is raised, members brainstorm ideas and opinions that are helpful as they 

search for a better approach to tackle the issue.  Members become completely open and ready 

to share anything that appears to be an issue.  Issues that members commonly share in 

roundtable meetings include:  common company failures, management team dysfunction, 

strategic goals, systemic problems and management uncertainities.  Through exchange of 

emotions, expertise, experience and knowledge, an authentic learning environment is created 

which presents vast knowledge and new ideas through the power of peer learning.  
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Loneliness and peer isolation is counteracted as advisors, or rather business-sherpas, help solve 

issues that cannot be discussed with their respective boards, direct reports or employees.  A 

top executive officer always works to maintain the appearance of confidence even in difficult 

situations creating emotional distance and leading to the feeling of isolation within his network.  

In peer groups, this loneliness is counteracted as members freely discuss the challenges and 

offer advice to each other on sensitive and critical decisions.  

A good number of CEOs become lonely and feel isolated when making strategic decisions.  Peer 

groups are the best way to counteract loneliness as they present CEOs with the following 

benefits: 

� Safe Haven: an environment which breeds trust and enhances creation of supportive 

relationships. 

� Real Feedback: true unfilterted feedback leading to the development of an accurate 

understanding for the factors involved in successfully addressing the situation. 

� Insurance: fostering understanding of the company’s goals, problems and pressures 

within a group of experienced top executives provides a security net for the CEO who 

may feel as though he is walking a tightrope when making strategic business decisions. 

� Solid Reasoning: the additional experience and collective brain power of the other 

members aids in the transfer of learning between companies. 

� Motivation: a group of peers brought together for mutual benefit provides added 

motivation to top executives to perform at a high level in order to not disappoint their 

peers within the group. 
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� Guidance: presents executives with time-test and proven direction for peer leaders who 

become business Sherpa’s for one another. 

� Illumination: the roundtable discussions present the opportunity to shed new light on a 

topic thereby exposing alternatives and enhancing company performance. 

� Magnification: the knowledge sharing and deep questioning leads to the uncovering of 

previously obstructed factors that enable the member to address the situation in more 

holistic and compete manner. 

� Molecular: helps top executives to think critically, which promotes self-direction and a 

better appreciation for their unique skills and blind spots.  

� Explosive: the peer group process offers the member a launching pad enabling him to 

propel his firm to levels previously unimagined through consistent application of the 

power of peer learning. 
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CONCLUSION 

Peer isolation and loneliness goes against human nature.  Top executives are in need of social 

connection and integration in order to perform their decision-making duties effectively.  In this 

presentation, it has been established that feeling isolated and lonely leads to a decrease in 

psychological well-being and causes strains like somatic complaints and social dysfunctions.  

Without a doubt, the most effective way to counteract the menace of loneliness is through CEO 

peer groups.  These groups serve as an effective advisory board where nothing but information 

sharing and solution provision is sought.  Therefore, lonely and isolated CEOs can find an 

avenue where they feel socially fit and attached, thereby overcoming the social dysfunction 

that negatively affects task and contextual performance.  
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