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Executive Transition Planning Resources 

Fraser Nelson LLC 
 

 
 

This culmination of a number of public documents will, I hope, point out the major steps of an Executive 

Transition.  Each organization is different and you may not need or want to follow every step. The 

important thing to remember is to have an emergency and short term transition process in place – and 

to be deliberate as you progress through what ever transition your agency is facing.  There is a list of 

additional reading in the back. And remember – you can always call me at (801) 918-4216! 

 

 

Section 1: Initial steps 

Notification 

Current Chief Executive's Notification to Board (if the current CEO is leaving) 

- Typically, the chief executive will notify the board chair or other board member. The chair 
should immediately notify the rest of the board members in the next board meeting.  

- Attempt to negotiate a four-week-notice period from the chief executive. It's not unlikely that 
there will be a period without a new chief executive. This procedure will help guide through that 
period.  

Confidentiality  

- The board members should be apprised as soon as possible. Occasionally, members believe that 
transitions should be handled so cautiously that even some board members should not hear 
about the transition. This is the wrong approach. Each board member is legally responsible for 
the leadership of the organization, and deserves to know about all matters when they occur. 

- Discuss how to handle public relations. The community will soon hear the chief executive is 
leaving. Agree on how this message will be conveyed to the community. If the transition is 
expected to take over a month (they often do), consider sending a letter to the major 
stakeholders (funders (nonprofit only), advisors, suppliers, "peer" organizations, etc.) notifying 
them of the transition and assuring them that transition planning is being carried out 
thoroughly. Ask them to contact the board chair if they have any concerns or questions.  

- Note that applicants to the chief executive role deserve complete confidentiality. Make every 
effort not to expose applicants' names to the public or staff. If certain staff are selected to 
interview the candidates, they should be coached to not reveal candidate names to the rest of 
staff. This confidentiality is not a matter of secrecy to be manipulate, rather it is a matter of 
protecting candidates who may not want their names out in public as looking for a new job. Of 
course, this matter of confidentiality is ultimately up to the board, but if confidentiality is not 
assured, it is very likely that the number of candidates will be quite limited.  
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Board Preparation  

- Appoint an ad hoc transition board committee to focus on this transition - This committee will 
manage the transition and make recommendations to the entire board regarding any matters 
with the transition. This committee role could be assumed by the current Executive Committee 
or a Personnel Committee. Committee members should commit to availability over the next 
four to eight weeks.  

- This transition planning procedure should promptly be reviewed and updated to constitute the 
transition planning document.  

- As soon the transition plan is complete, the staff should promptly be notified of the transition. A 
board member should attend the staff meeting where notification is given and the staff should 
be assured that the transition is being planned and carried out. The plan might be reviewed in 
the staff meeting. A copy of the transition plan should be shared with all staff members.  

-  Identify funding for the transition (nonprofit only. For example, are any funds needed for a 
national search, to move the new candidate, for training the new candidate, will any consultants 
be needed, etc.?  

- Update the chief executive job description. The description will be referenced to write the ad for 
the position, during interviewing and for ongoing guidance to new chief executive, and ensuring 
adequate compensation. When updating the job description, consider: current overall 
responsibilities, strategic planning goals for the year and the nature of current major issues that 
need to be addressed. Identify the most important criteria for selecting the new person and 
then rank the criteria (this ranking comes in handy when comparing candidates). The board 
should update the job description among themselves. The current chief executive should update 
the description at the same time, but independently. The board and chief executive should 
share their comments to the job description and discuss differences to come to consensus. 
Write a final version of the job description.  

- Get ads out as soon as possible. The board should decide if they are going to do a local and/or 
national search.  

Administrative Preparation 

- Establish an interim staff structure. Consider appointing an acting chief executive from among 
the top reports to the current chief executive. If this course is followed, ensure the job 
description is well understand by the acting chief executive and the acting arrangement is 
documented in a letter between the acting chief executive and the board. Send a memo 
throughout the staff, indicating this interim appointment and how the acting chief executive will 
work with the staff until a permanent chief executive is identified. (Be very careful with this type 
of temporary arrangement as it can set lull board members into believing the transition is 
complete, which it is not.)  

- Update the administrative calendar for the organization. Ask the chief executive to make a 
schedule of all major recurring activities during the year (e.g., performance reviews, special 
events, staff meetings, one-on-one meetings, lease/contract expiration dates, when paychecks 
come out, etc.)  
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- Get a list of key stakeholders. Have the chief executive make a list of all community key 
stakeholders whom the new chief executive should know about, e.g., funders (nonprofit only, 
advisors (legal, accounting, real estate), "peer" organizations, etc. 

- Review chief executive's office facilities. Ask the chief executive to document the status of 
his/her office, e.g., ensure there are labels on all documents and drawers. Appropriate staff and 
at least two board member should meet with the chief executive to review where he/she keeps 
their files and major documents. Staff should retain a key to the office and appropriate board 
members should retain keys to the desk drawers and file cabinets.  

-  Review personnel status. Two or more board members should meet with the chief executive to 
review personnel files, e.g., are there any current personnel issues or pending major actions? If 
so, it may be best to wait until the transition to the new chief executive if this is expected to 
occur during the next month or so.  

- The current chief executive should complete performance reviews on all personnel before 
he/she leaves. This ensures that the chief executive's important feedback to personnel is 
collected before he/she goes, gives personnel a fair opportunity to reflect their past 
performance to the new chief executive, and gives the new chief executive the input he/she 
deserves about each employee to ensure effective supervision.  

Interim Coordination between Board and Staff 

- Emergency contacts for the staff. Staff should be given names and phone numbers of at least 
two board members whom can be contacted if needed. These two members should brief the 
entire board on the nature of any emergency calls from staff, if calls were made.  

-  Board and staff meetings. Depending on the size of the organization, have weekly meetings of 
full staff (if small) or all managers (if large) during the transition until a new chief executive is 
hired. Have a board member attend the meetings. Have a staff member (acting chief executive, 
or the current top reports, or rotate among top reports) attend portions of the board meetings.  

- Coming up to speed on chief executive's current activities in the organization. Have the current 
chief executive ask all staff members to update a "todo" list of their current major activities over 
the past month, planned activities over the coming two months and any major issues they're 
having now. These todo lists will serve to coordinate work details during the transition and help 
update the new chief executive come up to speed.  

- Authorization lists. Decide who will issue paychecks and sign off on them during the transition. 
Often, the board treasurer and/or secretary will conduct this sign-off role.  

- A board member should meet with the current chief executive once a week before he/she goes. 
Review status of work activities, any current issues, etc.  

 

Identify key qualification (example)  

 
Note: you should list those that are required (MUST) and those that are desired (SHOULD). 
 

- A Law Degree or a Master's Degree in Business, Education, Human Resources, Public 
Administration, Human Services or other related field 
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o Note: the Board should decide how important this is or if there is an experience opt out.   
- Not less than 10 years professional experience in positions with increasing administrative and 

managerial responsibilities.  
- Proven successful experience in working with non-profit organizations and with volunteer 

Boards of Directors.  
- Proven successful experience in working with governmental entities on issues related to 

systemic advocacy for people with disabilities or other populations with similar needs.   
 
Past work experience must / should include successful: 

- Advocacy skills at the individual and systematic levels, including state and federal legislatures. 
- Budget creation and management. 
- Direct responsibility for personnel and human resource management. 
- Working with a Board of Directors. 
- Business management decisions based on fiscal realities and organizational mission and 

principles. 
- Analysis of political landscape and programmatic trends.  
- Interagency coordination/cooperation. 
- Quality relations with the media. 

 
Demonstrated skills must / should include: 

- Excellent verbal and written communication. 
- Building linkages to the legal, political, foundation and disability communities. 
- Successful strategies in solving problems and bringing together divergent agendas. 
- Managing multiple funding sources and agendas. 
- Planning long term goals and implementing strategies to accomplish said goals. 

 
Knowledge of: 

- State, local and federal programs and services for people with disabilities and their families. 
- Current trends in the field of disabilities and human services. 
- Applicable rules, laws and regulation related to personal management, fiscal management of 

organizational resources. 
- Internal Management and fiscal controls. 

 
Ability to: 

- Provide the overall administrative direction to the organization in carrying out its mission. 
- Serve as the Executive Director and Chief Executive Officer of the organization. 
- Serve as the lead staff and professional resource to the Board of Directors. 
- Serve as a role model for the agency staff, mentor the growth of all staff and set the pattern of 

work expectations for other staff. 
- Provide leadership and vision within the disability community. 
- Willingness to work irregular and extended schedules.   
- Willingness to travel throughout Utah and the United States. 
- Self starter, with proven ability to manage schedule and establish priorities that respond to the 

mission and the goals of the organization. 
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Section 2: Resources for the selection process 
 

Steps in Hiring the New Chief Executive 

- Advertise the position - Post ads in classified sections of local major newspapers. In the ads, 
include the job title, general responsibilities, minimum skills and/or education required, whom 
they should send a resume to if they are interested and by when. Mention the role to 
customers. Send cover letters and job descriptions to professional organizations. Be sure to 
mention the role to all staff to see if they have any favorite candidates. Consider using a 
professional recruiting service.  

-  Note that current employees should be able to apply for the job. Considerations in hiring them 
for the new role will have to include the impact on the organization if the employee leaves 
behind a critical and unfilled role in the organization.  

- Screen resumes (see list of possible questions following)  - Often, a board committee will screen 
the first round of candidates, including review of resumes and first round interviews. When 
screening resumes, note the candidate's career objective -- or the lack of it. If not specified, the 
candidate may not have considered what they want to do in the future, which may impact their 
commitment to your new role. Note if they stayed at jobs long or did they leave quickly. Are 
there holes in their work history? Note their education and training. Is it appropriate for the new 
role? Consider what capabilities and skills are evidenced in their past and current work activities. 
Interview all candidates that meet the minimum qualifications. (At this point, be sure that you're 
not excluding candidates because of unfair biases.)  

-  Interview candidates - Send the job description to candidates before they come to the interview 
meeting. While interviewing candidates, always apply the same questions to all candidates to 
ensure fairness. All questions should be in regard to performing the duties of the job. Ask about 
their compensation needs and expected or needed benefits. Attempt to ask open-ended 
questions, i.e., avoid "yes-no" questions. Talk for at most 25% of the time -- the rest of the time, 
listen. Don't rely on your memory -- ask permission from the interviewee to take notes. Find out 
when they can start if offered the job. Consider having multiple people at the interview; 
although this can be intimidating to the interviewee, this practice can ensure them a much more 
objective and fair presentation.  

- If staff participate in the interviews, ensure they realize they are advisory in capacity. Board 
members have the legal responsibility to select the new chief executive. Have the same people 
as interviewers in all of the interviews.  

- Consider asking some challenging, open-ended questions, such as Why do you want the job?, 
What skills do you bring to this job?, What concerns do you have about filling this role?, What 
was your biggest challenge in a past job and how did you meet it? Do you have a preliminary 
vision for (the nature of your agency's services)? Describe your ideal (board, fundraising 
(nonprofit only), budgeting, personnel management, program management) process. Don't ask 
questions about race, nationality, age, gender, disabilities (current or previous), marital status, 
spouses, children and their care, criminal records or credit records. Have all interviewers 
share/record their impressions of the candidate right after the interview meeting. Explain to the 
candidate that you'll be getting back to them soon and always do this. Ask if you can get and 
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check any references. Always check references and share them with the interviewers. Be sure to 
tell candidates of any relevant personnel policies terms, such as probationary periods. (The best 
way to deal with a poor performer is not to hire him or her in the first place. It is often wise to 
have a probationary period of, e.g., six months, wherein if the employee does not meet the 
responsibilities of the position, you can terminate the employee.) If practical, look into the 
applicant's background to ascertain if they have a criminal record.  

- Select the candidate - Usually, a board transition committee recommends the top two or three 
candidates to the entire board for discussion and selection. This may require another round of 
interviews, this time including more/other board members. Usually, this is not as easy as one 
would like because two or three candidates come in close. Have a highly focused meeting with 
all interviewers. (Again, note that staff members can provide input to the selection of the new 
chief executive, but should not be involved in voting.) Have each interviewer suggest their 
favorite candidate. If there is disagreement, focus discussion to identify the one or two areas in 
which interviewers disagree about the candidates. Then have each interviewer explain their 
impressions. At this point, interviewers usually come to consensus and agree on one candidate.  

- If there does not seem to be a most suitable candidate - Consider if the job requirements are 
too stringent or are an odd mix. Or, consider hiring the candidate who came in closest and plan 
for dedicated training to bring their skills to the needed levels. Or, re-advertise the position. 
Consider getting advice from a human resources professional (at this point, your need for them 
is quite specific, so they might provide services on a pro bono basis). Or, consider hiring a 
consultant on a short-term basis, but only as a last resort as this may be quite expensive.  

- If everyone turns down the job - The best strategy is to ask the candidates why they turned the 
job down. Usually, you'll hear the same concerns, e.g., the pay is too low or the benefits 
incomplete, the organization seems confused about what it wants from the role, the interview 
process seemed hostile or contentious, etc. Reconvene the interviewers and consider what you 
heard from the candidates. Recognize what went wrong and correct the problem. Call back your 
favorite candidates, admit the mistake and what you did, and why you'd like to make an offer to 
them again.  

- Offer letter - If they accept an offer, always follow-up with an offer letter, specifying the 
compensation, benefits, and starting date and reference an attached job description. Ask them 
to sign a copy of the offer letter and return it to you.  

-  Start a personnel file - Include in the file, the signed offer letter, tax withholding forms, the job 
description and any benefits forms.  

 

Behavior-Based Leadership Interview Questions 

 
Obviously these questions can be used for many hires, and you could never ask every one! Select those 
that relate to the skills and attributes you need most (your key qualification list). Note that they do not 
simply ask a question, but ask what specifically the person did or said in that situation.  
 
Collaboration  

- Tell me about a time when you worked with a person outside your work group to get 
information or ideas. What did you do to obtain the information?  
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- Can you tell me about an experience when people outside your work group have asked for your 
help in solving a problem or meeting an objective?  

- How did you react? What did you do?  

- We’ve all had occasions when we were asked for ideas in solving work issues in which we didn’t 
have much knowledge or experience. What have you done when this has happened?  

Developing Organizational Talent  

- Have you held a leadership position in a club or organization? How did you develop your 
replacement?  

Individual Leadership/Influence  

- How have you led others in solving a problem? Give an example.  

- What techniques have you learned to manage/supervise others? How have you used these 
techniques? Give an example.  

- We’ve all tried different ways of showing consideration for others. In what ways have you 
shown consideration? Give an example.  

- We sometimes make decisions that not everyone agrees with. What unpopular decisions have 
you made? How did you communicate them?  

- Have you held leadership roles in extracurricular activities? How did you lead? Give an example?  

- Describe a situation in which you had to influence another peer to cooperate with you. What did 
you say?  

Meeting Leadership/Facilitation  

- Tell me about one of the toughest groups from which you had to get cooperation in a meeting. 
Did you have formal authority? What did you do?  

- It’s common for meetings to get off track. Describe a time when you were leading a meeting and 
this happened. What did you do?  

Meeting Membership  

- Tell me about some of the toughest groups with which you’ve had to meet.  What did you do?  

- Describe a meeting in which you helped to solve a problem. What did you do?  

- Tell me about a meeting in which you had to take an unpopular stand. What did you say?  

- Describe a time when you had to express your ideas in a meeting. What did you say?  

Negotiation  

- When negotiating with others, it’s always important to present your views. Tell me about a 
situation when you did this.  

- Describe a situation in which you had to arrive at a compromise or guide others to a 
compromise.  

- Tell me about a major purchase you recently made (car, computer, stereo). Did you get a good 
deal? How did you know? (Listen for Negotiation strategy.)  

Persuasiveness/Sales Ability  

- Tell me about a time when you persuaded someone to do something. What was the situation? 
How did you persuade the person?  
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- What sales situations cause you the most difficulty? Why? Give a specific example.  

- Tell me about a time when you persuaded a customer to buy your organization’s products or 
services. How did you do it?  

Sensitivity  

- One of the ways people are different is their style of relating with each other. Give some 
examples of different types of people you have worked with, and how you get along with each.  

- Occasionally we have to work with people who are very sensitive or get upset easily. Tell me 
about a time when you worked with a person like this.  

Strategic Leadership  

- What are some of the most difficult or complex directives you have ever had to implement? 
Explain how you approached the task.  

- Describe a time when you needed to establish priorities to implement a new vision or directive. 
How did you get others to follow? What was their reaction?  

Teamwork/Cooperation  

- Describe a situation in which you helped a peer or co-worker.  

- Have you ever had difficulty getting along with co-workers? How did you handle the situation?  

- Describe some situations in which you wished you’d acted differently with someone at work. 
What happened?  

Visionary Leadership  

- What are the most significant changes you have brought about in your organization?  

Planning and Organizing/Work Management  

- We all have had times when we just couldn’t complete everything on time. When and how has 
this happened to you?  

- When scheduling your time, how do you determine what constitutes a priority? Give examples.  

- Has your schedule ever been upset by unforeseen circumstances? What did you do then? Give 
me a recent example.  

Analysis/Problem Identification  

- Have you ever recognized a problem before your manager or others in the organization? Tell me 
about one of these situations.  

- Walk me through a situation in which you had to obtain information by asking a lot of questions 
of several people. How did you know what to ask?  

- If we’re lucky, we sometimes can identify and correct a small problem before it becomes a 
major problem. Can you give me an example of when you were able to identify a small problem 
before it became major?  

Decisiveness  

- Occasionally, most of us have had to make quick decisions. Tell me about some of your quick 
decisions.  

- Tell me about a time when you were very comfortable making a decision and a time when you 
were not as comfortable.  
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Independence  

- Describe a time when you stood out from the crowd by taking a stand on an important issue.  

Innovation  

- Have you had an opportunity to generate a novel solution to a problem? What happened? 
Where/How did you initially come up with the idea?  

Judgment/Problem Solution  

- Give me an example of a good decision you made recently. What alternatives did you consider? 
Why was it a good decision? Give another example.  

- Describe the last time you made a difficult decision on the job. What facts did you consider? 
How long did it take you to decide?  

Risk Taking  

- Describe some recent decisions that carried more than the usual element of risk.  

- Describe the riskiest decision you’ve had to make. How long did it take you to gather the 
information? How long after that to make the decision? Results?  

Troubleshooting  

- Sometimes problems catch us by surprise. Is there a problem you faced recently that you 
weren’t expecting? What did you do?  

Delegation of Authority and Responsibility  

- Tell me about a time when you delegated an important task to someone.  

Follow-Up  

- How did you make sure your employees are doing their share of work / work on specific 
projects?  

Information Monitoring  

- How do you monitor regulations that affect your industry (legislative, environmental)? Give an 
example.  

Oral Presentation  

- What presentations have you made? Can you give some examples?  

- Have you ever prepared or given a presentation to superiors, subordinates, or peers? Tell me 
about one or two of these presentations.  

Written Communication  

- What types of writing have you done? Can you give some examples?  (Follow up on one or two 
examples)  

- What are some of the most difficult writing assignments you have had? Explain.  

- Of which writing assignment or achievement are you proudest?  

- What marketing materials or advertisements have you written?  Tell me about some of them.  

- Have you ever written press releases or other statements for the public?  Tell me about one of 
these statements.  

- What are some of the most challenging reports you have written?  
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Work Standards  

- How do you define good performance? What have you done to perform according to that 
definition?  

Technical/Professional Knowledge  

- Give me an example of an assignment you worked on that shows your expertise. What did you 
do?  

- Sometimes it’s easy to "get in over our heads." Describe some situations in which you had to 
request help on one of your technical projects or assignments.  

- What are some examples of projects that demonstrated your technical expertise?  

- Describe how you’ve learned a new technical task.  

Ability to Learn  

-  Describe a time when you learned something complex in a short period of time. (Listen for how 
the person learned)  

Customer Service Orientation  

- Have you ever had to ""go the extra mile" to satisfy a customer?  Tell me what you did.  

- Sooner or later we all have to deal with a customer who has unreasonable demands. Think of a 
time when you had to handle unreasonable requests. What did you do?  

- What skills or qualities are important for dealing effectively with customers? Give an example of 
when you displayed these skills or qualities.  

- Tell me about a time when you handled a customer complaint ineffectively.  

Initiative  

- Can you tell me about a time when you had to go above and beyond the call of duty to 
accomplish a task? What was involved?  

- Give me some examples of when you did more than what was required in your job at _______.  

- Have you taken any steps to improve your skills or performance?  

Rapport Building  

- How did you develop rapport with (customers, co-workers, people from other parts of the 
organization) at _________________? Give examples.  

- We’ve all had to work with someone who is very difficult to get along with. Share examples of 
when this happened to you. Why was this person difficult? How did you handle him/her?  

Resilience  

- What was your biggest disappointment at work? How did you cope with it?  

- How have you reacted to criticism from your supervisors/peers?  

Tenacity  

- Can you relate some experiences in which you persisted?  (Listen for frequency of attempts)  

- Sometimes it is difficult to know when to quit. Describe an experience in which you were too 
persistent/not persistent enough. What happened?  
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- Have you ever submitted good ideas to your boss, who took no action on them?  What did you 
do?  

Tolerance for Stress  

- Describe a time when your work load was particularly heavy.  How did you respond?  

- What are some of the most stressful interactions you have had with (customers, employees, 
peers) at work? Describe the situation and your actions or reactions.  

- Have you ever faced an ethical or value conflict in your job? Explain. How did you react?  

- Have you ever been in a new or unfamiliar work situation for which there was little time to 
prepare? Explain. How did you react?  

Integrity  

- Have you ever been asked to do something that you didn’t think was right? What did you do?  

- We don’t always work with people we’d consider ethical or honest. Have you ever seen another 
employee do something that you thought was inappropriate? What did you do?  

 

Sample Interview Questions for Executive positions 

- Would you please describe your interest in becoming (title of position). 

- Tell me about your current position or most recent position and how you helped the 
organization accomplish its goals and mission. 

- What did you do for that company that made a difference and for which you believe you will be 
remembered? 

- Tell me about your experience in leading and managing an organization similar to ours. 

- Do you have a personal philosophy of management? 

- Tell me about your fiscal management experience: budgeting, reporting, cutting costs, building 
and maintaining reserves.  

- Have you ever had to champion an unpopular change? How did you handle it? 

- Have you ever faced a significant ethical problem at work? How did you handle it? 

- Tell me about your experience working with a board of directors. What approach and 
philosophy did you follow in working with boards? 

- What do you think is the role of the President/CEO in strategic planning for the organization? 

- Give me some example of how and when you were the spokesperson for your current or most 
recent company. 

- As our President/CEO, how would you proceed if the board of directors adopted a policy or 
program that you felt was inconsistent with the goals and mission of our company? 

- Tell me about your experiences with staff development. How do you think your current or most 
recent staff would describe you? 

- How do you stay informed of current ideas on management and the (industry field for the 
company/organization)? 
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- Based upon what you have read and heard, what ideas do you have about continuing and 
increasing the success of this company? 

- Are there any programs, policies, or actions of (name of company/organization) that you have 
heard of with which you have concerns or differences? 

- If you are hired for this position and are still with (name of company/organization) five years 
from now, how do you think the organization will be different? 

 

Reference Checking Tips and Questions 

Tips 

- Consider adopting a strict policy not to hire any individual unless a minimum number of 
satisfactory references are obtained.  

- During the interview, identify and gather names of several job-related references not listed on 
the candidate’s own reference list.  

- Ask applicants to name individuals who should not be contacted for a reference and have them 
explain why.  

- Find out if the applicant is acquainted with any employees in your organization and ask these 
employees' opinions about the applicant.  

- Ask applicants to provide copies of past performance reviews.  

- Don't rely solely on written references presented by the candidate.  

- Check references by phone or in person. The response rate to written requests is lower.  

- Don't limit your reference contacts to those provided by the applicant.  

- Check more than one reference.  

- Develop a broad network of contacts to open up informal sources of reference checking.  

- Avoid contacting the human resource department for references, unless there are no other 
contacts from the organization.  

- Usually the higher up you go in a company's hierarchy, the more candid the responses are likely 
to be to reference inquiries.  

- When making telephone reference checks, start with simple questions first.  

- Ask open-ended questions about employment history, job performance and potential problems.  

- Investigate a candidate's integrity and interpersonal skills as part of a thorough background 
check. Conduct extensive and confidential discussions with former associates. 

Just the Facts  

- What were the candidate’s dates of employment?  

- What was the candidate’s title?  

- What were the candidate’s general responsibilities?  

- What is your relationship to the candidate (peer, subordinate, superior)?  

- How long have you known the candidate? 
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On the job  

- How would you describe the overall quality of the candidate’s work? Can you give me some 
examples?  

- (For superiors) What areas of performance did you have to work on?  

- What would you say are the candidate’s strengths?  

- What would you say are the candidate’s weaknesses?  

- How would you compare the candidate’s work to the work of others who performed the same 
job?  

- What kind of environment did the candidate work in?  

- How much of a contribution do you think the candidate made to your company or department?  

- How would you describe the candidate’s ability to communicate?  

- How does the candidate handle pressure/deadlines?  

- How well does the candidate get along with co-workers?  

- How well does the candidate get along with managers?  

- How well does the candidate supervise others? Can you give me your impressions of his/her 
management style? Describe the candidate’s success in motivating subordinates.  

- How does the candidate handle conflict situations?  

- Based on the candidate’s performance with your company, do you think he/she would be good 
in the type of position we’re considering him/her for?  

- What motivates the candidate? How ambitious is he/she?  

The bottom line  

- Why did the candidate leave your company?  

- Would you rehire this person?  

- Would you recommend this candidate for this type of position?  

- What type of work is the candidate ideally suited for?  

- Were there any serious problems with the candidate that we need to be aware of before 
making a hiring decision?  

- Do you have any additional information to share with us about this candidate? 
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Section 3: Tips to not make a mistake 

 “Frequent issues & obstacles” in the executive transition process 1 

- Rushing to hire 

- Making hasty decisions without assessing needs 

- Becoming frozen and indecisive; too much process 

- Underestimating time and help required 

- Not asking for help when needed 

- Denying real condition of organization 

- Recruiting too soon 

- Misreading needs of the organization; attempting to hire executive exactly like (or opposite) 
departing executive 

- Hiring an inappropriate interim manager, often someone liked and admired on staff or board 
but not experienced in what’s needed 

- Advertising a non-competitive salary, limiting applicant pool 

- Expecting a diverse pool without outreach and networking 

- Getting buried in resumes and process with inadequate systems set up in advance 

- Appointing “obvious” successor with insufficient thought or checking 

- Doing reference checks too late to influence finalist selection 

- Appointing a new executive with board divided on decision 

- Not fully disclosing to finalist the condition of organization and first year expectations 

- Not welcoming or introducing new executive to community 

- Succumbing to exhaustion and abandoning new executive during first 30-60 days 

- Micromanaging the new executive  

- Giving insufficient priority to shifting roles and relationship building in first month  

- New executive becoming overwhelmed, ignoring board and stakeholder relationships, staff or 
administration; having difficulty in balancing all three 

- Curtailing surprises for new executive and board 

- Paying no attention to work plans or evaluation system for the new executive 

 

Keys to Spotting a Flawed CEO — Before It's Too Late  (public post by Terry Leap) 

It's easy to spot a bad chief executive once the damage is done—a plunge in company earnings, a failed 
product line, a corruption scandal. But how do you spot the flaws before it's too late, before that person 
is given the job of leading the company? Here are some warning signs that board members and search 
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committees can look for in a prospective CEO's character, and measures they can take to reduce the 
likelihood of hiring a dysfunctional CEO.  

The Warning Signs 

- An overt zeal for prestige, power and wealth. A manager's tendency to put his or her own 
success ahead of the company's often is evident long before that person is ready to assume the 
CEO post. 

- A reputation for shameless self–promotion. Executives who constantly seek publicity, are always 
looking for a better job or trumpet their successes while quickly distancing themselves from 
setbacks are sending strong signals that their egotistical ways may eventually cause major 
problems. 

- A proclivity for developing grandiose strategies with little thought toward their implementation. 
These executives may assume that others at lower levels will magically turn strategy into reality. 

- A fondness for rules and numbers that overshadows or ignores a broader vision. This is the flip 
side of the preceding problem. 

- A reputation for implementing major strategic changes unilaterally or for forcing programs 
down the throats of reluctant managers. CEOs have to be consensus builders. 

- An impulsive, flippant decision–making style. CEOs who approach decision–making with clever 
one–liners rather than with balanced, thoughtful and informed analyses can expect to 
encounter difficulty. 

- A penchant for inconsiderate acts. Individuals who exhibit rude behavior are apt to alienate the 
wrong person at the wrong time. 

- A love of monologues coupled with poor listening skills. Bad listeners rarely profit from the 
wisdom of their associates. 

- A tendency to display contempt for the ideas of others. Hypercritical executives often have few 
stellar accomplishments of their own. 

- A history of emphasizing activity, like hours worked or meetings attended, over 
accomplishment. Energy without objective rarely leads to improved organizational performance. 

- A career marked by numerous misunderstandings. There are two sides to every story, but 
frequent interpersonal problems shouldn't be overlooked. 

- A superb ability to compartmentalize and/or rationalize. Some executives have learned to 
separate, in their own minds, their bad behavior from their better qualities, so that their 
misdeeds don't diminish their opinions of themselves. An important internal check is missing. 
Others are always ready to cite a higher purpose to justify their bad decisions. 

 

 

Hiring Tips 
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- Don't assume that past success is a predictor of future success. As CEO, an executive will face a 
whole new set of personalities and conditions, especially when switching companies. 

- Investigate a candidate's integrity and interpersonal skills as part of a thorough background 
check. Conduct extensive and confidential discussions with former associates. 

- In interviews, ask candidates how they have handled setbacks and challenges in the past, as well 
as personal interactions. Let them know that the search committee will check the veracity of 
their answers. 

- In examining the course of a candidate's promotions, pay close attention to how the candidate 
reacted when given new responsibilities that significantly increased his or her power. 

- Determine how much of an executive's career success has been based on favorable economic 
and industry conditions and the support of colleagues, and how much has been based on the 
executive's individual efforts. Pay close attention to how candidates performed when industry 
conditions were bad, when controversies arose or when difficult decisions had to be made. 

- Each finalist for the CEO position should be provided with a detailed job preview. The preview 
should highlight the differences between the candidate's current position and the CEO position. 

- Be clear about ethics. Provide as much information as possible to finalists about how the board 
expects shareholders, prospective investors, customers, employees, financial institutions, 
auditors, regulators, political figures and other stakeholders to be treated. 

- Offer the new CEO a reasonable, but not extravagant, compensation package. Once the CEO has 
demonstrated a high level of competency and integrity, the compensation package can be 
improved. 
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Section 4: Resources for after hiring process 

Orienting the New Chief Executive 

- Develop an orientation procedure and consider the following activities for inclusion on the list. 
The following activities should be conducted by the board, if possible.  

- Before the new chief executive begins employment, send them a letter welcoming them to the 
organization, verifying their starting date and providing them a copy of the employee policies 
and procedures manual. (This can be included in the offer letter.)  

- At this point, the board may send a letter to stakeholders. The letter would announce the new 
person, when they are starting, something about their background, etc., and asking them to call 
the board chair if they have any questions or concerns. Be sure to make a personal call to those 
who will be offended if they read it in the paper on get a letter! 

- Meet with the chief executive to brief them on strategic information. Review the organization 
chart, last year's final report, the strategic plan, this year's budget, and the employee's policies 
and procedure manual if they did not get one already). In the same meeting, explain the 
performance review procedure and provide them a copy of the performance review document. 

- When the new chief executive begins employment (or before if possible), introduce them in a 
meeting dedicated to introducing the new chief executive. If the organization is small enough, 
have all staff attend and introduce themselves. If the organization is larger, invite all managers 
to the meeting and have each manager introduce themselves.  

-  Ensure the new chief executive receives necessary materials and is familiar with the facilities.. 
Ensure an assistant gives them keys, gets them to sign any needed benefit and tax forms. 
Review the layout of offices, bathrooms, storage areas, kitchen use, copy and fax systems, 
computer configuration and procedures, telephone usage and any special billing procedures for 
use of office systems.  

- Schedule any needed training, e.g., computer training, including use of passwords, overview of 
software and documentation, location and use of peripherals, and where to go to get questions 
answered. 

- Review any policies and/or procedures about use of facilities.  

- Assign a board member to them as their "buddy" who remains available to answer any 
questions over the next four weeks.  

- Have someone take them to lunch on their first day of work and invite other staff members 
along.  

- During the first six weeks, have one-on-one meetings (face-to-face or over the telephone) with 
the new chief executive, to discuss the new employee's transition into the organization, hear 
any pending issues or needs, and establish a working relationship with the new chief executive.  
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Ten ways to set a new executive director on a path for success (post on Board Café) 

When a new executive is hired, the board has usually been working extra-hard for weeks or months. In 
addition to meetings about candidates, board members have often taken on additional tasks, such as 
managing a fundraising event or overseeing the audit. (The board, acting as a body, has been working 
hard on its governance responsibility of hiring, while board members, acting as individuals, have also 
stepped forward to support and help.) Here are some ideas for the board and for board members:  

- Don't drop the ball now! It's understandable that board members may want to relax once the 
new executive director is in place. In a tough situation—where new income streams need to be 
found, for example—board members may want to step back and hope the new executive will 
pull the organization forward. At the same time, a new executive may be reluctant to ask board 
members to do more, or may be new to the community or field and thus be unsure of the kind 
of board help to seek. Stay in there at continued intensity for awhile longer, and make sure the 
executive gets off to a great start. Tip: Have a committee or an officer take on the job of 
monitoring and supporting the transition for the first six months.  

- Write and send out a press release—either by email or in hard-copy. Send it to local and 
neighborhood newspapers, local ethnic press, newsletters for the field (such as disabilities or 
theatre), national office and affiliates (if you're a chapter organization such as Planned 
Parenthood), and local television and radio stations.  

- Don't forget that the most important recipients of the press release may not be the press: be 
sure the press release is sent to funders, donors, significant volunteers, former staff and board 
members, city officials, and organizations with which yours is in contact. They'll appreciate the 
news, and it gives you a chance to tell them more about the new executive and spark their 
positive interest in working with her.  

- Have the Board President or Chair introduce the new executive to the staff. Doing so sends a 
message that the board has hired this executive who manages the staff and reports to the 
board.  

- At a board meeting, make a list of the influential people your new executive should meet, and 
see which board members can set up coffees or lunches with them. A board member can invite 
the new executive to lunch along with other Chinatown leaders, for example, or coffee with the 
school superintendent.  

- Make a personal donation to the organization now to demonstrate your confidence in the new 
executive and the organization's future. Bonus: she'll really appreciate it.  

- Set the new exec up for success by giving positive messages to the community about him, 
especially ones that point the way for working together. If you have some private reservations 
about the new executive, keep them to yourself. Example: "We are so thrilled we were able to 
hire him—he's just what our organization needs for the future. In particular, I think you'll 
appreciate his experience with innovative programs involving kids and sports."  

- If you're the board chair, take extra care working with the new executive on board meetings and 
board packets. She'll just be finding her way in a new environment, and you can help find a 
balance between what the board is familiar with and her style as it develops.  
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- Take your new executive out to lunch, and listen. Don't forget that he's in the process of forming 
his big ideas, and you can help him by listening, asking questions, and encouraging him to be 
creative and bold. You can also help him think through which kinds of issues need to come to 
the board, and which are appropriately up to him. While reminding him of what the board 
expects in terms of support and information from its executive, in turn, ask him how he'd like to 
be supported by the board. Any relationship in life has a better chance of thriving when the 
expectations of all parties are explicit.  

- Look for opportunities, especially at board meetings, to praise the new executive. "The 
directions you're talking about are just the ones we were looking for," or "The board packets 
were excellent—I especially appreciated the inclusion of the article about changes in funding for 
neighborhood arts."  

- Even the best baseball players work with batting coaches and fielding coaches. Suggest to your 
exec that a good use of organizational funds may be to pay for a coach—perhaps in fundraising, 
or public speaking, or general leadership development.  

- Don't let all the positive support from board members distract you from the board's 
responsibility to establish and monitor benchmarks for performance. Clear performance goals 
for the first year will go a long way towards keeping the board and the executive focused on 
what's important. Some boards ask the new executive to use the first 45 days to learn, and then 
present a set of draft benchmarks to the board, while others establish the benchmarks together 
as part of the hiring process. Either way, be sure the board fulfills its collective responsibility as a 
board to oversee its chief executive. If things begin to go bad quickly, such benchmarks will 
allow early termination, and if things go well, such benchmarks will have been a reason for 
success.  
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Section 5:  Articles, web sites, etc. 
 
These resources provide an extensive variety of models and tools to use in the process of managing 
leadership transitions.    

Articles 

- Hiring a New Executive Director? 
https://www.compasspoint.org/boardcafe/details.php?id=56  

- Job Description for Executive Director 
https://www.compasspoint.org/boardcafe/details.php?id=62  

- How Much to Pay the Executive Director? 
https://www.compasspoint.org/boardcafe/details.php?id=7  

- What is Micromanagement and What Isn't? 
https://www.compasspoint.org/boardcafe/details.php?id=12  

- Hiring a Director of a Nonprofit Agency:  A Step by Step Guide: Kurt Jenne and Margaret Henderson:  
http://ncinfo.iog.unc.edu/pubs/electronicversions/pg/pgsum00/article4.pdf 

- Transition Tips for Boards and Search Committees:  Transition Guides 
atwww.transitionguides.com/overview/tips_bd_sc.htm 

- See also Albert, Sheila. 1993. Hiring the Chief Executive: A Practical Guide to the Search and Selection 
Process. BoardSource. 

- You Raised Them Now You Manage Them: Nadira A. Hira in FORTUNE Magazine.  May 28, 2007  
www.fortune.com 

- Building Bench Strength:  Ways to Prepare and Keep Tomorrow’s Leaders: The Center for Creative 
Leadership:www.ccl.org 

- Nothing Succeeds like Succession:  Robinson, Maureen. 2004.. Contributions Magazine, Chronicle of 
Philanthropy. 

-  “Leadership Transitions: Critical Thresholds.” In Nonprofit Quarterly Winter 2002..  

- Daring to Lead: Nonprofit Executive Directors and Their Work Experience Peters, Jeanne. 2001 
CompassPoint.  

- Free Management Library: Guidelines for Hiring / Transitioning to a New Chief Executive in 
Nonprofit or For-Profit Corporations  

Monographs 

- Managing Executive Transitions”  the Neighborhood Reinvestment Corporation.  Community 
Development Leadership Project. www.transitionguides.com/resources/docs/nrc_handbook.pdf 

Books 

- Weisman, Carol. 2004. Losing Your Executive Director Without Losing Your Way. Jossey-Bass.  
 

https://www.compasspoint.org/boardcafe/details.php?id=56
https://www.compasspoint.org/boardcafe/details.php?id=62
https://www.compasspoint.org/boardcafe/details.php?id=7
https://www.compasspoint.org/boardcafe/details.php?id=12
http://www.fortune.com/
http://www.mapnp.org/library/boards/ed_xtion.htm
http://www.mapnp.org/library/boards/ed_xtion.htm
http://www.mapnp.org/library/boards/ed_xtion.htm

