
What Makes a Great CEO?

By Dr. Andrew Chamberlain
Chief Economist, Glassdoor

Dr. Ruoyan Huang
Adjunct Scholar, Glassdoor

RESEARCH REPORT  |  AUGUST 2016



2  Glassdoor  |  What Makes a Great CEO?

Executive Summary

 2 Executive Summary

 3 I. Introduction 

 4 II. Facts About CEO Approval

 12 III. Statistical Analysis:  
  What Drives CEO Approval?

 21 IV. Limitations to  
  Keep in Mind

 22 V. Conclusion

 23 Appendix

• What factors predict high CEO approval? This study provides the first  
statistical analysis of Glassdoor CEO approval ratings, a unique measure of 
CEO quality from the employees’ perspective. 

• We show the statistical impact of company culture, CEO characteristics and 
company financial performance on CEO approval ratings for a sample of 
large, publicly traded companies in the United States.

• COMPANY CULTURE MATTERS:  
We find that a satisfied workforce is an essential driver of CEO approval 
ratings on Glassdoor. Three aspects of company culture matter most: 

1. Opinion of senior leadership;

2. View of career opportunities; and 

3. Quality of compensation and benefits packages. 

• WORK-LIFE BALANCE IS AN EXCEPTION:  
Surprisingly, one aspect of company culture is negatively related to  
CEO approval ratings: Work-life balance. Although many workers value 
work-life balance, they appear willing to sacrifice it in exchange for  
great CEO leadership. 

• PERFORMANCE MATTERS:  
CEOs of more profitable companies receive higher approval ratings on 
Glassdoor, even after statistically controlling for the impact of other  
factors such as industry and company size.

• CEO PAY MATTERS:  
Higher CEO compensation is statistically linked to lower CEO approval 
ratings on average. However, that effect is lessened when company culture 
is better. 

• FOUNDERS MATTER:  
CEOs who are also their company’s founder predicts significantly  
higher CEO approval ratings than being an externally hired or internally 
promoted CEO. 

• PERSONAL CHARACTERISTICS MATTER LESS:  
Gender, age and education of CEOs have little effect on CEO approval  
ratings once other factors are accounted for.
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What makes a great CEO? Despite many studies over the years, accurate  
measures of CEO quality are surprisingly hard to find. Many academic studies 
rely on indirect measures of CEO performance such as stock prices or company 
profits. But these measures likely reflect the influence of other factors beyond  
the control of CEOs. Can we measure CEO quality directly instead? 

Each year, Glassdoor presents its Highest Rated CEOs award based on anony-
mous employee feedback submitted on Glassdoor. This measure of CEO quality 
is based directly on the opinions of employees themselves—many of whom work 
closely with executive leadership and have intimate knowledge of day-to-day  
CEO performance. These “crowd-sourced” data on CEO approval ratings provide 
a unique window into executive performance and allow us to identify key drivers 
of CEO quality over time. 

In this study, we provide the first-ever statistical analysis of Glassdoor’s  
CEO approval ratings data. We document a variety of trends in CEO approval  
and uncover which key factors are the main statistical drivers of high CEO  
approval ratings—including various measures of company culture, company 
financial performance, CEO pay, and personal characteristics of executive  
leaders including gender, education, tenure on the job and more. The findings 
offer a unique window into what factors best predict the CEOs who will be  
highly rated on Glassdoor.

We organize this study into two sections. First, we present a collection of data  
visualizations from Glassdoor data, illustrating several factors that help explain 
the differences we observe in CEO approval ratings. Second, we show the results 
of a statistical analysis of the factors that are the essential drivers of CEO  
approval ratings—providing new insights into what drives employee ratings  
of top company leadership on Glassdoor.

I. Introduction

https://www.glassdoor.com/Award/Highest-Rated-CEOs-LST_KQ0,18.htm
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II. Facts About CEO Approval 

In this section we explore basic patterns in CEO approval ratings data from  
Glassdoor. Through a series of simple data visualizations, we illustrate which  
factors drive CEO approval ratings on Glassdoor—factors that we explore more 
deeply in the statistical analysis in the next section. 

WHERE THE DATA COME FROM

Glassdoor CEO approval ratings data are collected as an optional part of our  
company review survey. Current and former employees completing the survey are 
asked to rate their company CEO as “approve,” “disapprove” or “no opinion.”  
In the case of government agencies or other organizations without a traditional 
CEO, employees are asked to rate the president, director or other top executive. 

Figure 1 shows a screenshot of the CEO approval question from the Glassdoor  
employer survey. 

From these data, we calculate CEO approval ratings as follows: CEO approval  
rating is the ratio of “approve” votes for a CEO to the total number of votes for  
“approve” or “disapprove.”1 As of July 2016, Glassdoor had collected approximately 
1.2 million CEO approval ratings for roughly 70,000 U.S. employers. 

CEO APPROVAL BY INDUSTRY

As of July 2016, the average U.S. CEO approval rating on Glassdoor is 67 percent.2 
However, CEO approval ratings vary widely by industry. Figure 2 shows average 
CEO approval ratings for 25 U.S. industries on Glassdoor.3

In the figure, the most highly rated CEOs on average are found in the real estate 
(76.1 percent), construction (72.8 percent), information technology (72.6 percent), 
finance (72.4 percent) and insurance (71.8 percent) industries. By contrast, the  
lowest average CEO approval ratings are found in the retail (61.4 percent),  
manufacturing (64.1 percent), transportation (64.3 percent), mining (64.4 percent) 
and media (64.5 percent) industries.

1 By convention, “no opinion” votes are excluded from the calculation of CEO approval ratings that appear on Glassdoor. However, in our statistical analysis we also examined an alternative definition of 
 CEO approval ratings that includes “no opinion” votes in the denominator; none of our qualitative results were affected by the change.  
2 According to Glassdoor DataLabs, July 2016. Average CEO approval rating for all approved U.S. employers on Glassdoor.
3 See Table A2 in the Appendix for full details of the number of employers and CEO approval ratings by industry. 

Source: Glassdoor.

FIGURE 1.  
Example of the CEO Approval Rating Question  
from Glassdoor’s Company Review Survey

Rate CEO, Robert Hohman}

https://www.glassdoor.com/survey/start_input.htm?contentOriginHook=PAGE_HEADER_NAV
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FIGURE 2. CEO Approval Ratings Vary Widely by Industry

Note: Average approval ratings for approved U.S. employers on Glassdoor with at least 
10 company reviews as of June 10, 2016. Full details of number of employers and average 
number of reviews per company by industry are available in the Appendix. 
Source: Glassdoor Economic Research (glassdoor.com/research)
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What factors are behind these differences in CEO approval ratings by industry? 
Below we explore six key factors that emerge as essential drivers of CEO approval 
ratings in Glassdoor data. We explore each of these factors in turn.

FACTOR 1: CULTURE MATTERS

One factor clearly affecting CEO approval ratings is the culture of the companies 
they lead. In the eyes of many employees, CEOs are viewed as ultimately  
responsible for defining and maintaining the culture and values of an organization. 
By setting company policies and through their own behavior in the workplace, 
CEOs help define and cultivate an ecosystem of overall workplace satisfaction in 
their organizations. 

Figure 3 shows a simple “scatterplot” of the link between CEO approval ratings  
and company culture on Glassdoor. The horizontal axis shows CEO approval  
rating, and the vertical axis shows overall employee satisfaction (on a scale of  
1 to 5), which is our broadest measure of company culture. Each dot in the figure  
is a CEO for a particular year, and the best-fitting line through the data is  
drawn in green.4

As is clear from the figure, there is an obvious link between employee satisfaction 
and CEO approval ratings. Companies with poor worker morale also have low CEO 
approval ratings, and the highest CEO approval ratings only occur in companies 
with above-average levels of employee satisfaction. In the eyes of many employees, 
CEOs are ultimately held accountable for workplace culture, making overall  
employee satisfaction emerge as a clear driver of CEO approval ratings. 

FIGURE 3. Company Culture is a Clear Driver of CEO Approval Ratings
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4 Our sample consists of 816 unique CEOs observed over multiple years, for a total of 2,321 CEO-year observations covering 690 unique companies. All data are for large, publicly traded U.S. firms for  
 which both Glassdoor and public financial data were available. The best-fitting line is based on a local linear regression method known as a LOWESS model (or “locally weighted scatterplot smoothing”).

Note: Sample consists of 816 unique CEOs observed over multiple years, for a total  
of 2,321 CEO-year observations covering 690 large, publicly traded U.S. companies.
Source: Glassdoor Economic Research (glassdoor.com/research)
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FACTOR 2: COMPANY PERFORMANCE MATTERS

A second factor influencing CEO approval ratings is company financial perfor-
mance. When stock prices at public companies are soaring, CEOs are often credited 
for good times. Conversely, CEOs almost always take the blame when companies 
fall on hard times. This fundamental link between CEO performance and approval 
ratings is clear in Glassdoor data as well. 

Figure 4 illustrates the positive link between company financial profitability and 
CEO approval ratings on Glassdoor. The horizontal axis shows CEO approval 
rating, and the vertical axis shows a common measure of company profitability 
used by researchers.5 In the figure, we see that CEOs of more profitable companies 
generally are rewarded with higher CEO approval ratings. However, this relation-
ship is less clear than the relationship between company culture and CEO approval 
rating. It is statistically noisy with many outliers—suggesting many other factors 
are influencing CEO approval ratings as well.

FIGURE 4. Company Profitability Matters for CEO Approval Ratings 
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5 Company profitability is defined as operating income before interest and taxes scaled by the total book assets of the firm at the beginning of the associated fiscal year.

Note: Sample consists of 816 unique CEOs observed over multiple years, for a total 
of 2,321 CEO-year observations covering 690 large, publicly traded U.S. companies.
Source: Glassdoor Economic Research (glassdoor.com/research) 
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FACTOR 3: BEING A FOUNDER MATTERS

One factor that appears to influence CEO quality is whether the CEO is the original 
founder of the company or not. Many academic studies have found that companies 
with founder CEO tend to significantly outperform their peers.6 Do founder CEOs 
also enjoy higher CEO approval ratings on Glassdoor?

In Figure 5 we show the distribution of CEO approval ratings for founders,  
external hires, and internal hires.7 The horizontal axis shows CEO approval rating. 
The height of the figure shows the “density” or frequency with which each level of 
CEO approval rating occurs for the three types of CEOs. A distribution shifted to 
the right generally denotes higher rated CEOs, while a distribution shifted to the 
left denotes lower rated CEOs.  

In the figure, company founders are drawn in green. On average, founders receive 
the highest CEO approval ratings among the three groups. They are followed by 
internally promoted CEOs (in blue). By contrast, externally hired CEOs brought in 
from outside the company receive the lowest average CEO approval ratings (in red). 

This suggests the path that CEOs take into their executive position is an important 
predictor of ultimate success on the job, when viewed from the perspective of their 
employees.

FIGURE 5. Founder CEOs Have Highest Approval; External Hires Have Lowest 

6 See for example, Renee Adams, Heitor Almeida, and Daniel Ferreira (2009), “Understanding The Relationship Between Founder-CEOs and Firm Performance,” Journal of Empirical Finance, Vol. 16 No. 1.
7 We classify CEOs in our sample into founder, external hire, and internal hire by the following algorithm. If the CEO is the original founder or co-founder, they are classified as a founder. If the CEO 
 worked in the company for 3 or more years before promoted to CEO, or is a family member of the company founder, they are classified as an internal hire. If the CEO worked in the company for less than 
 3 years before being promoted to CEO, they are classified as external hires. This 3-year criterion is conventional in the literature on CEO performance (see for example, Rachel Graefe-Anderson (2014), 
 “CEO Turnover and Compensation: An Empirical Investigation,” Quarterly Journal of Finance, Vol. 4, No. 2). Data on CEO career paths are drawn from a variety of sources including Bloomberg, the 
 Marquis “Who’s Who” data file, NNDB.com and various news media sources. In our data, roughly 68 percent of our observations are for CEOs that were internally hired, while 24 percent are external 
 hires and 8 percent are founders.
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http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0927539808000388
http://www.worldscientific.com/doi/abs/10.1142/S2010139214500086?journalCode=qjf&
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FACTOR 4: GENDER MATTERS—OR DOES IT?

One factor that might be expected to affect CEO approval ratings is gender.  
Many academic studies have found that perceptions of gender significantly affect 
how employees view CEO performance.8 Does gender matter in Glassdoor CEO 
approval ratings?

In Figure 6 we show the distribution of CEO approval ratings for male CEOs  
versus female CEOs. Male CEO ratings are drawn in blue, while female CEO ratings 
are drawn in green. On average, the distribution for male CEOs is slightly shifted to 
the right compared to female executives, meaning that men receive slightly higher 
CEO approval ratings than women on average. From this view, it appears that  
gender does indeed play some role in perceptions of CEO quality.9

However, there are three reasons to be skeptical of this conclusion. First, the  
difference between average male and female ratings in Figure 6 is small. Second, 
women make up only about 5 percent of our sample, making it hard to draw strong 
conclusions from a small number of female CEOs. 

Finally, as we will see in the second half of this study, once we statistically account 
for other factors such as industry, financial performance, and measures of company 
culture—in particular, employee ratings of senior leadership quality—this apparent 
difference in male versus female CEOs approval ratings disappears. In essence,  
the perceived gap in CEO quality by gender is largely a statistical illusion.

FIGURE 6. Do Gender Perceptions Affect CEO Approval Ratings?
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8 Michael Dennis and Adrianne Kunkel (2004), “Perceptions of Men, Women, and CEOs: The Effects of Gender Identity,” Social Behavior and Personality: An Interdisciplinary Journal, Volume 32 No. 2.
9 Caution is warranted in interpreting gender-based results in this study, as the available data are overwhelming for male CEOs. Our sample consists of roughly 95 percent observations for male CEOs and  
 5 percent for female CEOs. 
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http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/sbp/sbp/2004/00000032/00000002/art00006
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FACTOR 5: CEO PAY MATTERS

There has been a marked rise in average CEO compensation in recent decades.10 

According to Glassdoor research, in 2014 the average CEO earned 204 times  
median worker pay among S&P 500 companies.11 Research shows part of the  
recent increase in CEO pay is due to merit: improved CEO performance and the  
growing global impact of today’s companies. However, some is also due to  
managerial power—essentially the ability of CEOs to give themselves a raise.  
These trends have sparked an intense debate about executive pay. Do we see  
a link between CEO pay and executive approval ratings on Glassdoor? 

At a high level, there is indeed a connection between CEO pay and employee  
approval within public companies. Figure 7 shows the correlation between CEO 
pay and CEO approval ratings on Glassdoor. The horizontal axis shows a common 
measure of CEO pay used by researchers (total CEO compensation as a percentage 
of company assets) and the vertical axis shows average CEO approval ratings. The 
best-fitting line through the data is drawn in green, and the light blue band shows 
the 95 percent confidence interval for the relationship.12

In general, the figure shows a negative link between CEO pay and approval ratings: 
Lower-paid CEOs receive the highest approval marks, while the highest-paid CEOs 
receive the lowest average approval ratings. However, the relationship is complex 
and noisy, showing a slightly positive link in the middle range of CEO pay. 

What Figure 7 suggests is that the correlation between executive compensation  
and CEO approval is not simple. CEO approval is influenced by many factors other 
than executive pay. For example, as we will see in the next section, having better 
corporate culture alleviates the negative impact of CEO pay on approval ratings. 

However, an overall negative link between CEO pay and CEO approval ratings  
does persist even in our most careful statistical models in which we control for 
many other factors. CEO compensation does appear to be an important predictor  
of CEO approval ratings on Glassdoor.

FIGURE 7. CEO Pay Matters for Approval Ratings

10 See for example Carola Frydman and Dirk Jenter (2010) “CEO Compensation,” Annual Review of Financial Economics, Vol. 2 No. 1.
11 See Andrew Chamberlain (August 25, 2015) “CEO to Worker Pay Ratios: Average CEO Earns 204 Times Median Worker Pay,” Glassdoor Economic Research blog.
12 As in the above figures, the best-fitting line is based on a local linear regression method known as a LOWESS model (or “locally weighted scatterplot smoothing”).
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https://www.glassdoor.com/research/ceo-pay-ratio/


11  Glassdoor  |  What Makes a Great CEO?

FACTOR 6: CEO TENURE MATTERS—OR DOES IT?

The last factor we’ll examine is CEO tenure, or how long an executive has been on 
the job. There is a common perception that new CEOs experience a “halo effect” 
in employee approval ratings, in which they enjoy high approval early on that falls 
steadily as their time in the C-suite draws out if they fail to live up to expectations. 
Do we see this pattern in Glassdoor approval ratings?

In general, we do find that tenure matters for CEO approval. But the relationship 
is complex and depends on whether CEOs are founders, were internally promoted 
into the job, or whether they were an externally hired CEO. 

Figure 8 shows the correlation between CEO tenure, as measured in years on the job, 
and CEO approval ratings on Glassdoor.13 The three panels in the figure show the 
relationship for externally hired CEOs, company founders, and internally promoted 
CEOs. In each panel, the best-fitting lines through the data are drawn in green. 

For both externally hired and founder CEOs, we observe a negative relationship  
between years on the job and average CEO approval rating on Glassdoor—a so-called 
“halo effect”—with a much stronger decline in approval ratings over time for externally  
hired CEOs. However, the relationship is the opposite for internal CEOs that are 
promoted from within. In their case, we see a strong, positive link between employee 
approval ratings and years in their executive role. This suggests a more nuanced  
relationship between tenure and CEO approval than is apparent from first glance.

External Founder Internal

FIGURE 8. CEO Tenure Matters, But Differs for Founders, Internal and External Hires
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13 In Figure 8, the number of CEOs with 30 or more years of experience on the job is 15 out of 816, accounting for 40 of the 2,321 CEO-year observations in our sample.
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In the next section, we explore each of the above factors more closely. Using a 
standard regression framework, we determine which of these features of CEOs and 
companies are key predictors of CEO approval, once all of the above factors are 
taken into consideration. The results provide a precise and quantitative answer to 
the question: “What makes a great CEO on Glassdoor?”

III. Statistical Analysis: What    
 Drives CEO Approval?

In the previous section, we presented six high-level patterns in CEO approval 
ratings on Glassdoor. In this section, we take a more rigorous statistical approach. 
Using simple regression analysis we go a level deeper to identify which of the above 
factors are the key statistical predictors of high CEO approval ratings, once all  
variables are considered together. 

THE DATA

For our data, we merged Glassdoor CEO and company ratings data with publicly  
available financial information for companies. Glassdoor ratings data are from 
calendar years 2008 through 2015. To be included in our sample, CEOs must be for 
publicly traded companies and have at least 20 approved CEO ratings on Glassdoor.14

TABLE 1. Summary Statistics for the Data File

Note: Data consist of 816 unique CEOs observed between 2008 and 2015, for a total of 2,321 CEO-year observations. The data set covers 690 large, 
publicly traded U.S. companies. CEOs must have at least 20 approved CEO ratings to be included in our sample. In our regression analysis, profitability 
is defined as operating income before interest and taxes, scaled by the total book assets of the firm at the beginning of the fiscal year. For CEO compensation, 

we include annual salary, bonuses, all other annual compensation, the total value of restricted stock granted, the total value of stock options granted 
(estimated using the Black-Scholes option pricing model), long-term incentive payouts, and all other total compensation. In all regression models, 

we scale total CEO compensation and company profits by total company assets to implicitly control for the effect of firm size on our results. 
Source: Glassdoor Economic Research (glassdoor.com/research)

14 As a robustness check, we also estimated our models based on the restriction that CEOs must have (1) at least 10, and (2) at least 30 CEO approval ratings. None of our findings were materially different 
 under either of these two alternatives. 

Variable Observations Mean St. Dev. Min Max

CEO Approval Rating 2,321 0.66 0.21 0 1

Year 2,321 n.a. n.a. 2008 2015
Company Profits ($ million) 2,321 $3,911 $8,224 -$5,189 $81,730
CEO Age 2,321 57 6.6 33 87
CEO Tenure (Years) 2,321 7.7 6.7 1 47
CEO Compensation ($ million) 2,321 $12.3 $19.0 $0 $557
Overall Company Rating 2,321 3.1 0.4 1.8 4.8
Career Opportunities Rating 2,321 3.0 0.4 1.9 4.6
Compensation and Benefits Rating 2,321 3.3 0.5 1.8 4.7
Senior Leadership Rating 2,321 2.8 0.4 1.4 4.4
Work-Life Balance Rating 2,321 3.3 0.5 1.4 4.6
Gender (1 = Male) 2,321 0.95 0.22 0 1
Internal CEO 2,321 0.68 0.47 0 1
External CEO 2,321 0.24 0.43 0 1
Founder CEO 2,321 0.08 0.27 0 1

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Black–Scholes_model
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To identify the effect of company financial variables on CEO approval, we merged 
these Glassdoor ratings with publicly available financial information on companies 
available from U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) filings. This includes 
data on company profitability, assets and CEO compensation for various years.15  
We then supplemented this file with information on personal characteristics of CEOs 
from a variety of sources, including age, gender, education and founder status.16

Table 1 shows summary statistics on the resulting data file. It consists of 816 unique 
CEOs tracked over several years from 2008 to 2015, for a total of 2,321 CEO-year 
observations. The data file contains information on CEO approval ratings for 690 
large, publicly traded U.S. companies for which all Glassdoor, financial, and CEO 
personal information were available.

From the table, we see that the average CEO approval rating in our sample is 66 
percent, just below the average approval rating of 67 percent for all Glassdoor com-
panies. Similarly, overall employee satisfaction in our sample averaged 3.1 out of 5 
stars, just below the overall average of 3.2 stars for all companies on Glassdoor. This 
suggests our sample is broadly representative of large companies overall on Glassdoor. 

Among the publicly traded companies we sampled, annual profits averaged $3.9 
billion, with an average annual CEO total compensation of $12.3 million. The 
average CEO age in our sample is 57 years with an average job tenure of 7.7 years. 
Roughly 95 percent of our sample observations are for male CEOs, while just  
5 percent are for females. In terms of career pathway to the C-suite, 68 percent  
are internally promoted CEOs, 24 percent were externally hired, and 8 percent  
are the initial founders of the company. 

OUR APPROACH

We estimate the key drivers of CEO approval ratings using “ordinary least squares” 
regression or OLS. To do this, we estimate the following equation on our sample data:

CEOi = Cultureiβ1 + Financialsiβ2 + Personaliβ3 + Controlsiβ4 + εi

In the equation, CEOi is average CEO approval rating for CEO-year observation i. 
Culturei is a set of company culture factors from Glassdoor, including overall  
employee satisfaction, career opportunities rating, work-life balance rating,  
compensation and benefits rating, and senior leadership approval rating. 

Financialsi is a set of company financial variables, including profitability and  
CEO total compensation. Personali is a set of demographic characteristics of CEOs,  
including gender, age, tenure on the job, education,17 and whether the CEO is  
a founder, internal or external hire. Controlsi contains dummy variable controls  
for industry and year. And the term εi is the usual mean-zero error term, which  
captures the impact of all other unobserved factors on CEO approval ratings. 

15 All company financial information is available via Form 10-K from the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission’s “EDGAR” database (https://www.sec.gov/edgar/searchedgar/companysearch.html).
16 CEO characteristics and career path information was drawn from a variety of sources, including Bloomberg, the Marquis “Who’s Who” data file, NNDB.com and various media reports.
17 For education controls, CEO education is coded as 1 if the executive has earned an MBA degree, and 0 otherwise.
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The estimated coefficients (represented by β1 through β4) tell us the separate  
statistical impact of each of the above factors on CEO approval ratings, holding 
constant all of the others. This is known as the “best linear predictor” interpretation: 
It tells us which factors, among financial factors, company culture factors, and 
CEO personal factors, best predict high CEO approval ratings on Glassdoor. 

RESULTS

We present our results in two sections. First we show the impact of company  
culture variables on CEO approval ratings. Second, we show the impact of all  
other company financial and CEO personal factors on CEO approval ratings. 

A. IMPACT OF COMPANY CULTURE MEASURES

In Figure 9 we show the impact of various Glassdoor company culture measures on 
CEO approval ratings. In each column, we show the impact of a one-unit change in 
each factor on CEO approval rating. Factors that are statistically significant at least 
at the 90 percent level are denoted by a * symbol. 
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FIGURE 9. Impact of Glassdoor Company Culture Factors on CEO Approval Ratings

* Statistically Significant
Source: Glassdoor Economic Research (glassdoor.com/research)
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OVERALL EMPLOYEE SATISFACTION:  
In the left column, we show the impact of overall Glassdoor rating, a frequently  
cited barometer of workplace culture. We find overall employee satisfaction is a 
highly statistically significant predictor of CEO approval ratings, with a one-star  
increase (on a scale from 1 to 5 stars) predicting a 36.9 percent improvement in 
CEO approval. This is consistent with the clear positive link between CEO approval  
and overall employee satisfaction illustrated in Figure 2 above.

In addition to overall Glassdoor rating, Figure 9 shows the impact of several  
individual components of company culture that make up overall employee  
satisfaction. All four are statistically significant predictors, with three having  
a positive impact on CEO approval, and one having a negative impact. 

SENIOR LEADERSHIP:  
Among those with a positive impact, senior leadership rating is the strongest  
predictor of CEO approval, with a 1-star improvement predicting a 37.7 percent  
improvement in CEO approval. This result comes as little surprise: When employees 
rate senior leadership they are partly assessing CEO quality, along with the quality of 
overall management at the company more generally. This illustrates the link between 
the quality of a company’s executive team and overall satisfaction with CEOs.

CAREER OPPORTUNITIES:  
Among the other culture factors, career opportunities rating and compensation  
and benefits rating both had a statistically significant positive impact on CEO  
approval ratings. A 1-star improvement in perceptions of career opportunities leads 
to a predicted 3.1 percent improvement in CEO approval. In companies where  
workers see better career growth opportunities, they tend to view the CEO more 
favorably, as CEOs are likely seen in part as being responsible for creating fruitful 
career paths for workers. 

COMPENSATION AND BENEFITS:  
Similarly, a 1-star improvement in compensation and benefits ratings is associated 
with a 1.6 percent bump in CEO approval. Clearly, better-paid workers reflect more 
positively on their CEOs. However, the effect of better pay and benefits on CEO 
approval is roughly half the size of the effect of better career opportunities. In this 
case, compensation matters for CEO approval, but much less so than career paths 
and workers’ assessments of senior leadership quality.  

WORK-LIFE BALANCE:  
Surprisingly, we find one culture factor is negatively associated with CEO approval 
ratings: Employee assessment of work-life balance. We find a 1-star decrease in 
work-life balance rating on Glassdoor predicts a statistically significant 2.9 percent 
higher CEO approval rating on average. In other words, high-rated CEOs seem to 
be much more common in companies that have lower work-life balance, such as 
fast-growing, high-achieving workplaces. 
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One possible explanation for this finding is that workers who are inspired by a great 
CEO and who believe they are working toward a higher cause may be more willing 
to sacrifice work-life balance, while simultaneously expressing a high approval 
rating of the CEO.

There are three main takeaways from this analysis:

• First, company culture is a powerful predictor of CEO quality from the  
perspective of employees; 

• Second, offering great career opportunities to workers is a much more  
powerful predictor of high CEO approval than better compensation and 
benefits, although both are positively linked to CEO approval. 

• Finally, although work-life balance is an important aspect of culture that 
has been linked to higher overall employee satisfaction in past research,18 
employees on average are willing to sacrifice it for great CEO leadership. 

In Table 2, we show the full details of the regression results underlying the top-line 
summary shown in Figure 9. 

Note: All specifications include controls for CEO pay, gender, age, tenure, education, and 
whether he or she is a company founder, external hire, or internal hire.

Source: Glassdoor Economic Research (glassdoor.com/research)

18 See for example Mario Nuñez (June 18, 2015), “Does Money Buy Happiness? The Link Between Salary and Employee Satisfaction,” Glassdoor Economic Research blog post.

Variable (1) (2)

Overall Rating 0.369***
(0.006)

Senior Leadership Rating 0.377***
(0.012)

Compensation & Benefits Rating 0.016*
(0.008)

Work-Life Balance Rating -0.029***
(0.008)

Career Opportunities Rating 0.031**
(0.013)

Controls For:
     Year Y
     Industry Y
     CEO Characteristics Y Y
     Company Profitability Y Y

Observations 2,321 2,265
Adjusted R-Squared 0.63 0.71

TABLE 2. Regression Results: Predicted Impact of Glassdoor Company Culture 
Measures on Average CEO Approval Ratings 

https://www.glassdoor.com/research/does-money-buy-happiness-the-link-between-salary-and-employee-satisfaction/
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B. IMPACT OF FINANCIAL AND CEO PERSONAL FACTORS

In Figure 10 we show the impact of company financial factors and CEO personal 
characteristics on CEO approval ratings. The columns show the impact of  
a one-unit change in each factor on CEO approval, and statistically significant  
factors are denoted by a * symbol. 

PROFITABILITY:  
As shown in the left column, company financial profitability is strongly linked to 
CEO approval ratings among our sample of large, publicly traded companies. A 
one-unit increase in our measure of company profitability predicts a statistically 
significant 10.2 percent rise in CEO approval ratings on average. This suggests that 
company employees do in fact credit CEOs for good financial performance and 
reward them accordingly in Glassdoor CEO approval ratings.  

FIGURE 10. Impact of CEO Characteristics and Profitability on CEO Approval Ratings

* Statistically significant.
Note: CEO age and tenure are expressed in logarithms in all regressions. 
Source: Glassdoor Economic Research (glassdoor.com/research)

Other Factors Affecting CEO Approval Ratings

Impact of 1-unit change in each 
factor on CEO approval rating.

Company 
Profits

CEO is 
Founder

Age of 
CEO

Education 
of CEO

Gender of 
CEO

Tenure of 
CEO (Years)

Total CEO Pay 
(as a % of assets)
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FOUNDER:  
In column 2 we show the impact of being an original company founder on CEO 
approval ratings. We find that even after all other factors are controlled for, being 
a founder predicts a statistically significant 3.2 percent higher CEO approval rating 
on Glassdoor. This “founder effect” suggests company founders are indeed viewed 
significantly more favorably by employees, compared to external and internally 
promoted CEOs. 

AGE, EDUCATION, GENDER AND TENURE:  
In columns 3-6 we show four CEO personal characteristics that did not have a 
statistically significant effect on CEO approval ratings. CEO age, gender, educa-
tion, and tenure on the job each had a slightly positive but statistically insignificant 
effect on CEO approval, once other factors were taken into account. 

This illustrates that the apparent gap between male and female CEO approval 
shown in Figure 6 above is indeed a statistical illusion that disappears upon closer 
examination. Similarly, once all controls are accounted for, we find no convincing 
evidence of a general “halo effect” by which CEO approval begins high and falls 
over time the longer an executive is on the job. These phenomena may appear in 
the case of particular CEOs, but we find no evidence for them on average among 
our sample of CEOs as a whole. 

CEO COMPENSATION:  
In the far right column of Figure 10, we show one of the most striking results of our 
analysis. Total CEO compensation has a negative and statistically significant impact 
on CEO approval ratings. This finding is very robust, and appears in almost every 
model specification we examined. Although the estimated coefficient of -1.45 does 
not have a simple interpretation—it represents the impact of a one-unit change in 
CEO pay, as measured by the ratio of CEO compensation to company assets, on 
CEO approval rating—the negative impact is clear in the data. All else equal, higher 
pay for CEOs statistically predicts lower CEO approval ratings on Glassdoor. 

Although there is an overall negative link between CEO pay and approval ratings, 
we also find that having better company culture partly alleviates this effect. In our 
regression work, the negative impact of CEO pay shrinks dramatically as we include 
additional controls for measures of company culture.19 That suggests the negative 
effect of higher CEO pay on CEO approval ratings can be partly ameliorated if it is 
accompanied by great company culture. 

In Table 3, we show the full details of the regression results underlying the top-line 
summary shown in Figure 10.

19 This effect is evident in our full table of regression results, provided in the Appendix. 
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Note: All specifications include controls for Glassdoor employee satisfaction ratings.

Source: Glassdoor Economic Research (glassdoor.com/research)

Variable (1) (2)

Company Profitability 0.044* 0.102***
(0.024) (0.025)

Total CEO Pay (% of assets) -2.161*** -1.450*
(0.824) (0.843)

Gender of CEO 0.005 0.002
(0.011) (0.011)

Age of CEO (Log) 0.011 0.01
(0.022) (0.022)

Tenure of CEO (Log of Years) 0.0005 0.0002
(0.003) (0.003)

Education of CEO (MBA) 0.010* 0.008
(0.005) (0.005)

CEO is Founder 0.035*** 0.032***
(0.011) (0.011)

Controls For:
     Industry Y
     Year Y Y
     Company Subratings Y Y

Observations 2,313 2,265
Adjusted R-Squared 0.70 0.71

WHICH FACTORS ARE TOP PREDICTORS? 

In the above analysis, we showed how a variety of factors in our model affect CEO  
approval ratings. But suppose our goal instead was to predict the CEO approval  
rating for a given executive on Glassdoor. Which of the above factors would matter 
most in that analysis, in terms of having the most predictive power in our model? 

To examine this, we use a method known as “Shapley value” analysis. Under this  
approach all of the above factors—company culture, financial factors, and CEO  
personal characteristics—can be thought of as a “pie” in terms of predictive power. 
We then add and drop factors from our model, and examine how the “pie” of  
predictive power changes with each adjustment. That allows us to identify which  
factors are the most statistically “important” predictors in the model on average.20

20 “Importance” of predictors is determined by the relative contribution of each factor to R-squared in our model, averaged over all possible permutations of explanatory variables. This is commonly referred to 
 as “Shapley value” regression in the survey literature.

TABLE 3. Regression Results: Predicted Impact of Company and CEO Personal 
Characteristics on Average CEO Approval Ratings
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Table 4 shows this measure of “predictive importance” for each of the factors we  
examined in our model. At the top of the list are four company culture variables: Senior 
leadership, career opportunities, work-life balance, and compensation and benefits.21 
They are by far the most important predictors of CEO approval ratings on Glassdoor. 
Together they account for 88 percent of the “pie” of explanatory power in our model.

Behind company culture, the most important predictors in our model are the 
industry of the company, the year in which the CEO was evaluated (a factor which 
captures, among other things, whether reviews were left during good times or bad 
for companies), whether the CEO was a company founder or not, and the profitability 
of the firm. These factors together accounted for 10.6 percent of the “pie” of  
explanatory power in our model. 

The remaining factors had the smallest overall explanatory power: CEO tenure, 
gender, compensation, age and education. Although we find CEO pay has a  
statistically significant negative impact on CEO approval ratings, it does not appear 
to be a strong predictor of CEO approval compared to other factors we examined. 
Put differently, CEO pay matters but not much compared to factors like company 
culture, financial profitability and whether the CEO is a company founder.  

21 As in our regression models above, because we include the four component sub-ratings of employee satisfaction in this analysis, we exclude overall employee satisfaction (as overall ratings are highly collinear  
 with the individual sub-ratings that make up employee satisfaction).  

TABLE 4. “Predictive Importance” of Various Factors for CEO Approval Ratings

Note: “Important Index” represents the relative contribution of each factor to model R-squared, averaged over 
all possible permutations of explanatory variables (Shapley value). Analysis is based on the “relaimpo” package in R.

Source: Glassdoor Economic Research (glassdoor.com/research)

Category Variable
Importance Rank 

as a Predictor
Importance Index 
(“Shapley Value”)

CULTURE FACTORS 
(GLASSDOOR RATINGS)

Senior Leadership Rating 1 44.8%

Career Opportunities Rating 2 24.7%

Work-Life Balance Rating 3 9.6%

Compensation and Benefits Rating 4 8.9%

CEO AND COMPANY 
CHARACTERISTICS

Industry of Company 5 4.5%

Year 6 3.3%

CEO is Founder 7 1.7%

Profitability of Company 8 1.1%

Tenure of CEO 9 0.6%

Gender of CEO 10 0.3%

Total Pay of CEO 11 0.2%

Age of CEO 12 0.1%

Education of CEO (MBA) 13 0.1%
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IV. Limitations to Keep in Mind 

This study provides a unique perspective on CEO quality, and the factors that drive 
CEO approval on Glassdoor. However, as with all studies there are some important 
limitations to keep in mind when interpreting the findings. 

• REPRESENTATIVENESS:  
Our sample of CEOs is exclusively for large, publicly traded U.S. companies.  
These chief executives may not be representative of U.S. companies as  
a whole. Patterns in CEO approval ratings for small and medium sized  
employers may differ in important ways from our findings based on the  
nation’s largest publicly held companies.  

• UNOBSERVED CHARACTERISTICS:  
There are many unobservable characteristics of CEOs that are likely important 
drivers of CEO approval ratings on Glassdoor. To the extent that we are 
unable to account for these factors because of limitations in our data, the 
estimates we report will not give an unbiased view of the key drivers of  
CEO approval ratings. Our estimates reflect only the predicted impact  
of CEO factors for which data are available. 

• STATISTICAL CORRELATIONS:  
In our statistical work, we are only able to report associations between  
CEO approval ratings and a variety of company and CEO factors. We cannot 
interpret our findings as identifying the causal link between these factors 
and CEO approval. Our estimates should be interpreted as the “best linear 
predicted impact” of these factors on CEO approval ratings, which may or 
may not in fact be causal. 

• SURVEY LIMITATIONS:  
Because Glassdoor users simultaneously submit CEO approval ratings and 
ratings for various measures of company culture, there is a high degree of 
collinearity between company culture measures. “Ordinary least squares” 
(OLS) estimates do remain unbiased in the presence of multicollinearity, 
but caution is warranted in interpreting the size of the estimated effects we 
report. Our estimates reflect particular model specifications and may not 
generalize well to CEOs outside of our sample.
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V. Conclusion

What makes a great CEO in the eyes of employees? In this study, we provide the 
first-ever statistical analysis of CEO approval ratings from Glassdoor, showing which 
factors affect CEO quality from the perspective of current and former employees.

Our results suggest that company culture is an essential driver of CEO approval 
ratings. We find three measures of workplace culture are the strongest predictors  
of CEO approval ratings: Employee opinions of senior leadership, view of career 
opportunities, and the quality of compensation and benefits. Each had a positive 
and statistically significant impact on CEO approval, suggesting that investments  
in company culture may have unexpected spillover benefits in terms of improved  
CEO approval ratings. 

Aside from company culture, we find that CEO performance has a dramatic effect 
on approval ratings. On average, CEOs of more financially profitable companies 
receive higher approval ratings on Glassdoor, even after statistically controlling for 
the impact of other factors such as industry and company size. Similarly, we find 
that career paths for CEOs matter: being an original company founder predicts 
significantly higher approval ratings compared to those who are externally hired  
or internally promoted into the job.

Surprisingly, one financial measure of companies that is associated with lower CEO 
approval ratings is CEO compensation. In nearly every specification we examined, 
CEO pay was negatively linked to employee approval ratings, even after statistically 
controlling for other factors such as company profitability and workplace culture. 
This suggests employee perceptions of pay equity in the workplace play an important 
role in overall approval ratings for senior executives. 

Finally, we find that personal characteristics of CEOs are not important predictors 
of CEO quality. Gender, age, education and job tenure have little statistical effect 
on CEO approval ratings once other factors are accounted for. Specifically, although 
male CEOs receive slightly higher average approval ratings than female CEOs, the 
gap largely disappears once we account for differences in employee assessment of 
senior leadership quality, industry and other factors.  

These findings suggest a clear connection between company culture, financial  
performance, executive characteristics, and employee perceptions of CEO quality 
on Glassdoor. Although our results do not identify the exact causal mechanisms 
driving CEO approval ratings, they highlight a variety of avenues for future  
research on CEO quality and corporate performance.

© Glassdoor 2016
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Appendix

The table below provides a complete set of regression results for the various model 
specifications we examined. In the table, all specifications are estimated via ordinary 
least squares (OLS) and default standard errors are reported in parentheses.22

TABLE A1. OLS Regressions of CEO Approval Ratings on Various Predictors

Source: Glassdoor Economic Research (glassdoor.com/research)

Variable (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12)

Profitability 0.242*** 0.086*** 0.046* 0.182*** 0.261*** 0.112*** 0.044* 0.019 0.021 0.044* 0.083*** 0.102***

 (0.041) (0.026) (0.025) (0.036) (0.036) (0.030) (0.025) (0.025) (0.025) (0.024) (0.026) (0.025)

CEO Total Compensation -7.527*** -0.276 -0.831 -0.665 -2.721** 0.306 -0.487 -0.733 -0.524 -2.161*** 0.237 -1.450*

 (1.393) (0.894) (0.840) (1.260) (1.230) (1.015) (0.852) (0.844) (0.842) (0.824) (0.862) (0.843)

CEO Gender (Male = 1) 0.070*** 0.022* -0.001 0.048*** 0.041** 0.017 -0.001 -0.001 -0.002 0.005 -0.004 0.002

 (0.019) (0.012) (0.012) (0.017) (0.017) (0.014) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.011) (0.012) (0.011)

Log of CEO Age 0.023 -0.005 0.027 0.015 0.012 0.076*** 0.028 0.031 0.038* 0.011 0.040* 0.01

 (0.038) (0.024) (0.023) (0.034) (0.033) (0.027) (0.023) (0.022) (0.022) (0.022) (0.023) (0.022)

Log of CEO Tenure 0.014*** 0.009** 0.006* 0.018*** 0.021*** 0.003 0.006* 0.004 0.003 0.0005 0.002 0.0002

 (0.005) (0.003) (0.003) (0.005) (0.005) (0.004) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003)

Education (MBA) 0.023** 0.010* 0.013** 0.014* 0.009 0.015** 0.012** 0.014*** 0.015*** 0.010* 0.012** 0.008

 (0.009) (0.006) (0.005) (0.008) (0.008) (0.006) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005)

Founder CEO 0.134*** 0.054*** 0.033*** 0.099*** 0.103*** 0.057*** 0.033*** 0.030*** 0.029*** 0.035*** 0.026** 0.032***

 (0.018) (0.012) (0.011) (0.016) (0.016) (0.013) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011)

Internal Hire CEO 0.070*** 0.021*** 0.013** 0.048*** 0.056*** 0.022*** 0.013** 0.010* 0.01 0.010* 0.005 0.006

 (0.010) (0.007) (0.006) (0.009) (0.009) (0.007) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006)

Overall Company Rating  0.369***

  (0.006)

Senior Leadership Rating   0.383***    0.375*** 0.408*** 0.374*** 0.381*** 0.374*** 0.377***

   (0.006)    (0.007) (0.008) (0.012) (0.011) (0.012) (0.012)

Compensation and Benefits Rating    0.207***   0.014** 0.026*** 0.015** 0.013* 0.013 0.016*

    (0.008)   (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.008) (0.008)

Work Life Balance Rating     0.215***   -0.055*** -0.052*** -0.022*** -0.062*** -0.029***

     (0.008)   (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008)

Career Opportunities Rating      0.379***   0.054*** 0.027** 0.060*** 0.031**

      (0.008)   (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013)

Constant 0.384** -0.547*** -0.551*** -0.222 -0.252* -0.841*** -0.580*** -0.534*** -0.601*** -0.558*** -0.651*** -0.615***

 (0.152) (0.098) (0.092) (0.137) (0.135) (0.113) (0.093) (0.092) (0.093) (0.090) (0.105) (0.102)

Year X X X X X X X X X Y X Y

Industry X X X X X X X X X X Y Y

Observations 2,321 2,321 2,315 2,314 2,316 2,314 2,313 2,313 2,313 2,313 2,265 2,265

Adjusted R2 0.072 0.625 0.667 0.273 0.29 0.521 0.668 0.675 0.690 0.699 0.688 0.709

22 We also examined all specifications using heteroskedasticity robust standards errors, and doing so had no effect on any of the conclusions about statistical significance of predictors. 
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TABLE A2. Distribution of Glassdoor CEO Approval Ratings by Industry

Note: Average approval ratings for approved U.S. employers on Glassdoor with at least 10 employer reviews as of June 10, 2016. 

Source: Glassdoor Economic Research (glassdoor.com/research)

Variable
Average CEO 

Approval Rating
Number of 
Employers

Average Reviews 
Per Employer

Real Estate 76.1% 288 34

Construction, Repair & Maintenance 72.8% 262 34

Information Technology 72.6% 2914 69

Finance 72.4% 1036 73

Insurance 71.8% 466 62

Agriculture & Forestry 71.7% 25 44

Arts, Entertainment & Recreation 71.6% 255 29

Education 71.6% 950 48

Oil, Gas, Energy & Utilities 71.3% 351 59

Business Services 70.1% 3194 43

Accounting & Legal 69.4% 441 37

Non-Profit 67.9% 290 34

Government 67.7% 198 91

Restaurants, Bars & Food Services 67.2% 376 89

Telecommunications 66.9% 290 105

Consumer Services 66.5% 161 43

Travel & Tourism 66.1% 282 58

Biotech & Pharmaceuticals 65.8% 304 57

Health Care 65.1% 1146 40

Aerospace & Defense 64.9% 114 79

Media 64.5% 555 40

Mining & Metals 64.4% 31 29

Transportation & Logistics 64.3% 384 47

Manufacturing 64.1% 1748 49

Retail 61.4% 1075 102


