Vistage offers networking,advice for area CEOs 
By ED WATERS JR. News-Post Staff ewaters@fredericknewspost.com 

FREDERICK — If a CEO of a company has a problem, who can he go to? Someone in his or her own organization may be of help, but it could be better to talk with other CEOs who may have faced the same challenge. Edward Robinson, 109 College Ave., is helping to bring CEOs together through Vistage, the world’s largest CEO membership organization. Mr. Robinson, who is president of Capacity Building Solutions Inc., a consulting firm, is the chairman of several Vistage groups in the Baltimore-Washington area. “I’d like to get some interest here in Frederick among CEOs,” Mr. Robinson said. The CEOs in each group, none of whom are competitors, meet monthly to discuss issues from mergers and marketing to balancing life and business to information technology security. “Everything is shared,” said Mr. Robinson, “including financial information. It is a safe, secure way to share information without being threatened.” Many of the sessions, held in various locations in the region, include guest speakers, but sometimes it is simply an “executive session,” when only members are there. 

    The members host other members and give tours of their businesses on site, though many of the sessions are in hotels or other conference sites, Mr. Robinson said. 

    Members who join Vistage get to use a Web site that offers extensive information valuable to CEOs. Much of the information is from other CEOs on how to deal with a problem. 

    “It has been around since 1957 and in that time I’m sure someone has dealt with a problem a CEO is facing,” Mr. Robinson said. 

    One mandate is that members of a specific group can’t do business with each other, but can do business with those in another group. 

    “Most CEOs deal with isolation. They either manage down to others, or up to a board of directors. No one knows that better than a CEO. The organization gives them a community of people to help them deal with that,” Mr. Robinson said. 

Many CEOs started out with a small business and a lot of passion, Mr. Robinson said. Then the company grows and soon it is a full-time job to stay on top of it all. “I believe I have the best job,” Mr. Robinson said. “I’m surrounded by ‘can do’ people who believe in themselves.” 

CEOS, he said, see opportunities when many others simply see challenges. 

Vistage started as TEC, The Executive Committee, but that was at a time when the word “tech” wasn’t so common. “People thought we only dealt with technology companies, so the name was changed. It is a combination of ‘vista’ and ‘advantage’,” Mr. Robinson said. “It elevates you above the crowd.” 

While he can talk with potential members, Mr. Robinson said the membership itself is by invitation only by other group members. 

“There is no long-term commitment,” he said. “The average member stays 44 months, though some have been in groups in Baltimore since the late 1980s.” 

The groups he is chairman of include many CEOS of nonprofits. The majority of members in his groups, Mr. Robinson said, are the traditional CEO of a company of 20 or more people and revenues of $5 million or more. A second level includes CEOS of smaller businesses, $1 million to $5 million, with fewer than 20 employees. There also is a “key executive” level, those who have not achieved CEO status, but are in top management. While the first two levels get one-on-one counseling, the key executive level does not, Mr. Robinson said. Mr. Robinson took the Vistage training in 2003 and started his first group in 2004. “I’m basically a subcontractor for Vistage,” he said. His company, Capacity Building Solutions Inc., focuses on business management and organizational development for community based nonprofits and socially responsible small businesses. Previously, Mr. Robinson was managing director of Community Wealth Ventures, a consulting practice for enterprise development in the nonprofit sector. He also was with the Gallup Organization and Ernst & Young. He holds a bachelor’s degree in politics from the Catholic University of America and an MBA from Pennsylvania State University. He also has studied at the Jagiellonian University in Krakow, Poland. A graduate of Leadership Frederick County, Mr. Robinson moved to Frederick in 2002 from Montgomery County. He said he enjoys the quality of life on Frederick, especially for his two children. “There is a great sense of community here,” he said. “I hope some day to set up a group of Frederick members.” For more information call 301-624-5686 or visit www.vistage.com. 

