
EDITORS’ NOTE Maggie Chan Jones has 
held her current post since November 2014. 
Most recently, she served as the inaugural 
Regional CMO of North America at Level 3 
Communications. Before joining Level 3, she 
spent over seven years at Microsoft Corporation, 
where she was the Marketing Director of U.S. 
Cloud Services and Office 365. Prior to her 
role at Microsoft, Chan held managerial and 
marketing positions at Sun Microsystems and 
ADIC.

How do you define the CMO role today?
CMO today is  about  dr iv ing growth. 

Today, one not only has to think about the brand in terms of 
how to engage wi th cus tomers and driving the best brand 
experience possible, but also to think about how to help the 
business to drive growth through the portfolio they have, be it 
product or services.

When we look at who makes that happen, it’s people. By 2020, 
70 percent of the workforce will be millennials. It’s thinking about 
how to drive towards that future workforce that will be critical.

How do you define SAP’s brand message and how critical 
is it that it be consistent?

First and foremost, it has to align to the company’s vision, which 
is helping the world run better and improving people’s lives. That 
becomes the anchor for us in how we cultivate activities leading to 
that vision.

In 2014, Bil l (McDermott, Chief Executive Officer) talked 
about Run Simple, which became the operating principle for 
us and the anchor for our marketing campaign. This past year, 
we launched the Run Simple campaign globally.

The premise is that complexity is really hurting businesses. Out 
of the top 200 companies, 63 percent of the executives find that 
complexity is lowering their profits by up to 10 percent. Our cam-
paign focuses on how SAP helps companies combat complexity so 
they can run simple.

Has the shift been more towards digital platforms and so-
cial media?

It’s definitely important but I also don’t want to minimize tra-
ditional marketing executions as well. It’s more about the brand. 
Having the right mix is going to be important. 

How critical is diversity to SAP and how important was it 
for you in coming here?

It’s absolutely critical. Personally, when I consider joining 
a company, this is one of the things I look at. We want to make 
sure that our workforce is mirroring the customer base we’re 
serving.

We serve 190 countries around the world and there are different 
cultures and ethnic backgrounds, and we need to have that type of 
diverse workforce from diversity of thought, culture, and everything 
else.

Out of my leadership team, we are based out of six countries 
in nine markets; 50 percent are women and 42 percent are ethnic 
minorities, myself included.•

EDITORS’ NOTE Torie Clarke has held her cur-
rent post since July 2013. She was previously 
Senior Communications and Government 
Affairs Adviser at Comcast since 2004. Prior to 
that, she was U.S. Assistant Secretary of Defense 
for Public Affairs and Pentagon spokesper-
son under U.S. Secretary of Defense Donald 
Rumsfeld. Clarke also served as Press Secretary 
for former President George H.W. Bush’s 1992 
reelection campaign; an adviser to Sen. John 
McCain (R-AZ); an assistant U.S. trade repre-
sentative during the first Bush administration; 
and GM of Hill & Knowlton’s Washington, D.C. 
office.

What excited you about this opportunity at SAP and made you 
feel it would be the right fit?

SAP is at a very unique moment in its history and in the broader 
context of where the industry is going. There are tremendous op-
portunities if we transform appropriately. SAP can not only be the 
leader in the industry but can take the industry in new and different 
directions that it hasn’t even considered yet.

I’m less interested in companies that are hugely successful and 
happy where they are. Start-ups are attractive but it’s a specific kind 
of activity. This is a much bigger challenge.

From an employee perspective, do you feel that an ad-
equate understanding of this transformation is in place?

Increasingly so. The biggest challenge when dealing with a huge 
transformational progression is making sure employees really un-
derstand what’s happening. The most successful organizations are 
those in which the people really grasp the mission and intent. It’s 
the responsibility of leadership to convey that, so they understand 
their role in it. 

When you’re going through this type of transformational 
change, does it ever end?

No. Transformation might not be the right word because it indi-
cates an end state. We can’t even define our industry when it comes 
to the changes that have occurred over the past 10 years. We’re not 
really sure where this is going but we know we want to be at the 
head of it, which means we have to embrace the notion of change 
as the constant, and that’s hard. It’s less about transformation and 
more about transforming.

How do you define your role and how important is it that 
that role is such a part of business strategy now?

One thing I really enjoy is helping people move outside their 
comfort zones. It’s important to build and maintain meaningful re-
lationships with the right policy makers around the world, and that 
takes time and digging in deep with them. I’m good at helping 
people move into those areas they might not be comfortable in.

The second focus is integration. The most successful organiza-
tions are the ones in which they fully integrate the relevant parts 
and pieces of the company. I try to fully integrate the substance of 
the business with the other parts and pieces that are important to 
success now, so integration is a really important part of what I’m 
trying to drive.•
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How do you define your role at SAP?
I think of Vanessa (Bill’s other Co-Chief of Staff) and myself 

as multipliers for Bill, as people trying to make him as effective 
as he can be. It’s essential to make sure logistics are running 
smoothly and that he’s briefed as he goes into meetings with 
customers or internal meetings, so he has the latest and greatest 
information.

Vanessa is based in the U.S. and I am based in Germany. We 
work in different time zones and provide coverage almost around 
the clock to make Bill more effective.

How hard is it to keep everybody happy and can it some-
times be frustrating when that isn’t possible?

We do our bes t  but  i t ’ s  a  chal lenge.  There are a lo t  of 
competing requests for his time. Bill has an amazing amount of 
energy and capability to process things, so he accomplishes an 
incredible amount with the support infrastructure he has and 
manages to stay ahead of the curve. It’s always a juggling act 
but we manage to balance the demands on his time reasonably 
well.

How important is it to be open and honest when there are 
good and bad things to tell Bill?

It is important and takes some time. Being open and frank with 
Bill is getting easier as we develop a deeper relationship with him. 
Also, Vanessa and I talk about things jointly, giving each other a 
broad perspective that comes from being surrounded by different 
sets of people on each continent.

This helps us to adequately decide when something is worth 
pointing out to Bill, even if it’s something bad. Sometimes, one 
of us might have a feeling that the sky is falling and the other 
person may have a dif ferent perspective on the situation at 
hand.

How important is it that SAP’s culture provides opportuni-
ties for women and values diversity?

As a mother of two children, I don’t think I could do my 
job if SAP did not offer flexible working hours. 

Vanessa is also a mother of young children and I know 
she echoes my v iew. SAP gives i t s  employees a lo t  of  f ree-
dom in terms of working schedules, which is really critical and 
game-changing.•
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How do you focus your efforts within your 
role?

When I look at the Chief of Staff role for 
Bill (McDermott, Chief Executive Officer), I help determine his 
priorities, how he spends his time, and what his message is going 
to be, and make sure we get a return on the investment on his 
valuable time.

There is a strategic element in terms of identifying what our 
platform is for this year or this timeframe; there is the operational 
piece on how to align his time, be it internal or external with that 
platform and what we want to drive; and there is an administrative 
piece as well.

We have to be a well-oiled machine from strategy to operations 
and execution to ensure we’re driving those key messages, the SAP 
brand, and Bill’s brand.

From the inside, what makes SAP so special?
One is culture and two is our bold strategy. From a culture per-

spective, ours is one of inclusiveness, innovation, and putting the 
customer at the heart of everything we do. We drive an environment 
where coming up with new ideas and quick cycles of trial and error 
help us arrive at the most innovative results, be it product initiatives 
or human resources initiatives. Bill came up through the ranks in our 
sales and our field organizations, and has implemented a culture that 
has helped significantly.

On the strategy front, five years ago we set out a bold ambi-
tion that has been tweaked over time to become a cloud company 
covered by HANA. We knew it would be hard but we are dedicated 
to becoming an amazing growth company. We could not be here 
without having a leader like Bill willing to take the risks.

What opportunities have you seen for women at SAP?
I’m female but also African-American. I’ve been with the com-

pany for so long because they value my thoughts, my strategy, my 
opinions, and my leadership capabilities. In an industry that is often 
dominated by men, they were willing to give me visibility and op-
portunity in my career, and an extra chance to make a difference 
within SAP.

In addition, we put the numbers behind the talk so it’s some-
thing we track and measure. We always ask if we have enough 
women and other diverse populations in the pipeline. When the 
pipeline isn’t strong enough, we benchmark other companies to 
improve our talent pipeline.

Each of our business units is in the process of hiring a diversity 
officer to tweak their overall charter to the needs of each part of the 
organization.•

Jessica SharmanVanessa Smith

A Well-Oiled 
Machine

An Interview with Vanessa Smith, 
Co-Chief of Staff to the Chief Executive Offi cer, SAP

LEADERS32 VOLUME 39, NUMBER 1




