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Sol Trujillo
By L aura R ivas

O

ne of the biggest Latino success stories in business belongs to Sol
Trujillo. Recently named by NSHMBA as a 2011 Brillante Award
for Excellence recipient, Trujillo began his career nearly 40 years ago at
AT&T where his initiative and acumen earned him early recognition
as the youngest executive officer in the company’s history. To follow
up, he made a global name for himself as CEO for telecommunications
companies in the U.S., Europe and Australia.
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A Brillante Career:

Profiles

Sol
Trujillo's

Tips for Success in the C-Suite
By Laura Rivas

N

SHMBA asked Sol Trujillo for his advice to those
interested in attaining and succeeding in C-Suite
positions (CEO, CFO, etc.). Here he shares his keen
insight on what it takes to make it to the top … and stay there:

Performance and Results

These are always the differentiator for shareholders,
customers and employees as they assess leaders. Striving to
be better and having the best performance always will be
key factors to success.

Preparation

Always be prepared. Become well-versed on issues,
circumstances or opportunities. Know the subject as well
as or better than anyone else.

Be a Lifelong Student

Study other industries and competitors. Benchmark to
learn best practices and listen well … You have two eyes,
two ears and one mouth — use them in proportion!

Be Competitive

Winning is what shareholders, customers and employees
want to see. Trying hard is not enough. Continuously
figuring out ways to win is critical.

Be World Class in Whatever You Do

Define what it looks like, execute to it and deliver it in ways
unique to you, your team or your business.

Lead by Example

Anything you expect of others, you should role model.

Operate on a "No Surprises" Principle
This is especially important with your team, board, peers,
customers and partners/suppliers.

Be an Engaged Leader
Put simply, lead from the front!

Go Back to the Beginning

If confused, start at item number one again!
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“Back in school
it seemed to
me that people
who had money
had majored in
business.”

Trujillo’s early background might be
described as typical. He grew up in
Wyoming in a modest but proud Hispanic
household with parents who instilled
in him the value of education. The first
in his family to go to college, Trujillo
earned a bachelor’s degree in business and
a master’s in finance from the University
of Wyoming. “Back in school it seemed
to me that people who had money had
majored in business,” he remembers.
“Prior to college, I’d had no exposure to
‘business.’ We didn’t talk about economy
or the trade deficit at the dinner table,
but more the day-to-day issues that were
pertinent to our lives.” Little did Trujillo
know how fortunate his choice of study
would turn out to be.
Trujillo says the most important
education decision he ever made was
earning his MBA. “Working toward an
advanced degree, you have to be able to
problem-solve and create your own ideas
in order to be successful,” he says. He
explains that, as undergraduates, students
take the required classes but do not have
a sense yet of how that coursework will
apply to graduate school or the business
world. During those years, the “thinking”
comes from others such as professors and
field experts. The MBA process, according
to Trujillo, is much different, forcing
graduate students to think for themselves
and to learn to innovate. “The farther you
go — in school and the job — the more
real-time analytical thinking you must be
able to develop. That skill set is developed
in graduate school.”

After graduate school, Trujillo’s story
takes a not-so-typical turn. In 1974,
Trujillo took a position at AT&T where
at age 32 he became the youngest
executive officer in the company’s history.
Following the 1984 Bell System breakup,
Trujillo joined Denver-based US West
Communications Group, one of seven
Bell operating companies established
by the divestiture, where he eventually
would assume the positions of chairman,
president and CEO, making him the first
U.S.-born Hispanic CEO of a Fortune
150 company. Trujillo left US West in
2001 to become chairman, president
and CEO of Gravitron, a California
development-stage company and a pioneer
in the “sensornetics” industry. Then,
in 2003, Trujillo went global, moving
across the Atlantic to claim the CEO
spot at London-based Orange SA, one of
the world’s leading telecommunications
operators. Two years later, he made
another huge move — this time to
Australian telecommunications and media
giant Telstra Corporation Limited, where
he stayed as CEO until 2009.
By then Trujillo was ready to return
home to the U.S. to focus on his
Colorado-based company, Trujillo Group
Investments, LLC, which provides
advertising, real estate development
and f inancial services. His current
board activity includes Target (director),
Weather Investments S.p.A. (director),
Promérica Bank (vice-chairman), Silk
Road Technologies (chairman) and WPP
Group (non-executive director). Today,
he calls himself a “forever student” who
enjoys studying different industries,
models, technologies and climates,
recognizing that change is constant and
that to remain at the top one must remain
well-informed.
Looking back at his successes, Trujillo
is careful to define them as the product
of hard work and not belonging to him
alone. “Success is a relative term,” he
explains. “Your job is to create value for
shareholders so I must have delivered that
in order to move up, as well as innovation
which is key to building and problemsolving. With employees you must provide
a diverse environment where they also can
succeed as individuals or in teams.” As for
challenges, Trujillo points out that market
changes and the perceptions of others can

be obstacles early in one’s career. “In my
early career there were not any Hispanic
business leaders,” he says. He cautions
new and mid-level professionals not to get
distracted by factors outside their control,
but to focus only on their own motivation,
preparation and performance.
Motivation was never something
Trujillo struggled to find, and admits his
motivation is tied to wanting to be first or
best, to outperform his competitors and
to create new paradigms. “I was the first
native-born, Hispanic CEO of a Fortune
150 company. It becomes personal,” he
says. Performance and delivery are also
essential to his formula. “You have to
live and breathe those — and role model
them,” Trujillo says. He points to Apple’s
Steve Jobs and former General Electric
CEO Jack Welch as “great examples”
of this kind of leadership, crediting
them for the massive successes of their
respective companies.
In comparing A merican business
practices to those he experienced overseas,
Trujillo notes that the core principles
of business are the same wherever one
goes — businesses need to find and keep
customers, competitors are waiting to
make their moves; learning the many
cultural and market nuances is the
important thing. Trujillo is concerned
that there are few U.S.-born Latinos
pursuing global careers, especially when
so many have grown up “multi-culturally.”
He regards this cultural flexibility as a
competitive weapon and tool that allows
Hispanics to adapt more easily, a valuable
strength to have in the business world.
“We compete globally and individual
brand strategies should include and
reflect that,” says Trujillo, who greatly
appreciated living and working abroad for
the understanding he gained of different
cultures and politics. “A global mindset
expands opportunities and enhances
careers for young people to mid-level and
senior managers. The experience opened
my eyes personally and has added value to
the businesses I’m involved in.”
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