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The selection of the chief executive is one of the board of directors' most important responsibilities. As a result, many boards leap immediately into the choreography of an executive search once the chief executive's departure has been announced to the board. Perhaps a search consultant will be engaged. Maybe an interim chief executive should be appointed. A search committee needs to be formed. The qualifications and responsibilities of the next chief executive must be crafted. A process and timeline for recruiting, screening, and interviewing candidates must be developed.

What's wrong with this picture? If the pre- and post-search steps are not in place to navigate an executive leadership transition with competence and grace, the result can undermine the entire transition process and create lingering casualties. Unfortunately, too many boards neglect the discrete steps embedded in a successful succession planning process that starts - rather than ends - with the selection of the executive.

When does succession planning begin?
Succession planning in the association world does not refer to the common for-profit practice of grooming an individual to become the next CEO. It refers to the ongoing, systematic process that boards, with the help of their chief executives, can use to create an environment for chief executives to succeed from the very beginning of their terms until the cycle is repeated with their successors. (See below.)

Systematic and Intermittent Succession Planning Practices
Systematic and ongoing succession planning practices that begin with the selection of the chief executive: 

· Understand the job of an association chief executive

· Agree on mutual expectations between the chief executive and the board

· Develop an emergency leadership transition plan (in the event of the unexpected absence of the chief executive)

· Establish/implement a process for evaluating the chief executive's performance

· Establish/implement a board self-assessment process

· Create a climate in which the chief executive can succeed

Intermittent succession planning practices precipitated by the chief executive's impending departure:

· Announce the chief executive's departure

· Consider appointing an interim chief executive

· Consider retaining an executive search consultant

· Create/begin to implement a communications plan to receive and transmit information on the status of the search to stakeholders

· Launch the search process with an institutional assessment

· Convert the results of the institutional assessment into required leadership and management competencies

· Interview candidates/Select finalist(s)

· Agree on terms of chief executive's letter of agreement/contract

· Announce appointment

· Develop a post-appointment executive transition plan

· Prepare written goals and expectations for new chief executive

Readers are encouraged to create their own customized timelines to align these succession planning practices with the needs, circumstances, and leadership variables at each organization.

The components of a successful succession plan include: the board's understanding of the nature of the job of the association chief executive; an emergency leadership transition plan; mutual expectations of the chief executive and the board; a process for evaluating the chief executive's performance as well as board self-assessment a climate for the chief executive to be successful; a mechanism for institutional self-assessment that precedes the identification of leadership competencies sought in the next chief executive in the event of an executive search; and a post-appointment transition plan.

The need for institutional assessment prior to executive search
A shortcoming of many boards in quest of new chief executives is that they start in the middle of the process, moving too quickly into the stage of identifying the qualities the ideal candidates should possess before defining strategic institutional issues and priorities. The first step in any executive search is not the search for the new executive - it is the search for the future of the organization. This is a crucial time for the board and its management to revisit fundamental questions related to the association's position, prospects, and critical issues.

This element of succession planning requires the board to take the time it needs for institutional assessment well before it begins to look for candidates in an executive search. The goal here is to illuminate the salient institutional issues the next chief executive is expected to take on - well before deciding the key responsibilities and desired competencies of the next chief executive.

The institutional assessment stage of succession planning enables the board to gather the information needed to prepare a profile of the next chief executive. It also helps to determine if individual board members share a common view of the association's priorities and directions. The chief executive candidates will not demand unanimity for all board members on all issues. However, the sharpest candidates will be looking for evidence of institutional self-knowledge about critical issues, the results of past decisions on alternative futures, and areas prompting the most divergent points of view.

If the association has not engaged in a recent strategic thinking process (such as strategic planning or a review of the mission), it is better to appoint an interim chief executive to give the board time to complete this process rather than jump into the search for candidates too quickly. The precise method of institutional assessment is less critical than a) figuring out those questions that will yield the best appraisal of the organization's present condition and its future needs; and b) designing an approach that is perceived to be fair, include key stakeholders, and yield meaningful results.

One of the board's essential succession planning tasks will be to convert the results of the institutional assessment into a meaningful and timely set of personal and professional skills and characteristics. Too many CEO job announcements describe the ideal, often heroic, qualities required in the model chief executive without any evidence that they are based on a genuine institutional appraisal. The litmus test for the profile for the next CEO is how authentically and concretely it links the genuine values and needs of the organization with the behaviors and competencies needed in its next professional leader.

Clarifying mutual expectations
Succession planning is never static; the players keep changing as board members, board officers, and chief executives come and go. As associations undergo changes in institutional strategy as well as human resources, board and chief executives need to communicate the expectations they have of one another.

A constructive process for evaluating the performance of the chief executive and for the board to assess how well it is doing allots a specific time to clarify expectations. But dialogue should not be deferred until these events are scheduled. Chief executives and their boards should confer as often and as frequently as needed to revisit respective roles, compare perceptions on how things are going, celebrate achievements, and address problems that need to be resolved before they fester. A striking number of chief executives continue to depart as a result of unarticulated feuds between themselves and board members. These disagreements can simmer beneath the surface for long periods of time until they are defined with startling clarity after the chief executive resigns or is dismissed. (See below.)

What are the Characteristics of an Effective Written Statement of
Mutual Expectations of the Board and the Chief Executive?
· It is developed because both the board and the chief executive believe it adds value.

· It reflects agreement by the chief executive and the board collectively on the issues at the organization that will most demand the chief executive's time and attention.

· It is specific on issues and actions and realistic in its time frame.

· It carefully defines ambiguous leader- ship and management language such as "vision" or "expanding markets" to ensure that the board and chief executive interpret such terms in the same way.

· It is considered one of many vehicles for strengthening the communication between the board and the chief executive.

· While either the chief executive or a board officer might prepare the initial draft, the final statement should be reviewed and approved by the board and the chief executive.

· It is regularly reviewed along with other relevant documents at the time of the chief executive's performance assessment, the board self-assessment and related occasions, and updated as necessary.

One of the most concrete performance indicators of any board is the quality of leadership it ultimately attracts and retains in its chief executive officer. The best association boards understand that while chief executive departures are often unexpected, executive leadership transitions are inevitable. Ongoing attention to succession planning rather than intermittent executive searches sparked by executive turnover is more likely to increase the board's impact on the growth and success of the organization it governs. (See below.)

A Chief Executive Succession Planning Checklist for the Board
1. Is there a current and adequate written job description that clearly spells out the responsibilities of the chief executive?

2. Is there a climate of mutual trust and respect between the board and the chief executive?

3. Do board members understand their roles and responsibilities?

4. Is there agreement between the board and the chief executive on their respective roles and mutual expectations?

5. Does the board have a constructive process for reviewing the chief executive's performance, salary, and benefits on a regular basis?

6. Does the board have a regular and effective process for assessing its own performance?

7. Do board members support the current mission statement?

8. Do the board and the chief executive have a collective vision of how the organization should be evolving?

9. Does the work of the board and staff reflect defined institutional directions and goals?

10. Does the board have a clear understanding of the financial condition of the organization?

11. Does the board have in place emergency management transition policies if the chief executive departed suddenly?
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