EXECUTIVE SUCCESSION IN ASSOCIATIONS
By Katherine Mandusic Finley, Ph.D., CAE, CFRE
Based on the views thought leaders in nonprofit executive succession and 20 in-depth interviews with association executives conducted in 2005, the following best practices have been identified in conducting a search for a new executive director when no internal candidate has been groomed for the position or the association is so small that no internal candidate is available:

· Executive succession is viewed as a major organizational change and as an opportunity for the organization to re-evaluate its direction

· Use of a search firm that has experience in association management searches

· Use of an external interim to manage the association while the organization between the resignation of the current executive and the hiring of the new executive

· Conducting strategic planning to re-evaluate the goals and mission of the association

· Involvement of the staff (but not the outgoing executive director) in the strategic planning process and search process

· Use of “exit rituals” with the outgoing executive

· Having a succession plan in place that outlines a process for choosing an executive

· The board works closely with the incoming executive and even hires a coach for the executive

Case studies of nonprofit organizations and the 20 in-depth interviews indicate that these best practices do produce better transitions:
· When the above best practices were employed in a select group of nonprofit organizations in Michigan, the average stay of an executive director was extended by 2.2 years according to a longitudinal study done by Tom Adams from 1990-1995.
· In a study by CompassPoint Services in 1998-99, of 20 nonprofit organizations that utilized best practices in succession, only three were struggling financially or had replaced their executive director in a year.
· Of the 20 in-depth interviews with association executives, 7 noted that their association had experienced a failed search.  In 6 of the 7 failed searches, no search firm was employed.  In the one failed that used a search firm, the firm was not familiar with association management.   Also, in 6 of the 7 failed searches, no interim executive was employed.   In the other failed search, the interim employed was an internal interim.   None of the seven associations with failed searches conducted strategic planning or had a succession plan in place

These studies seem to indicate that the suggested best practices for executive succession produce better results in an executive search.  However, in a survey sent to 600 association executives (with 179 valid responses), it is clear that few associations employ these best practices.
  Moreover, there is no correlation between size of the association and use of best practices.  That is, it is no more likely that a large association with adequate resources uses best practices than a small one with little resources.  Furthermore, most associations do not even consider hiring internally.  In fact, 75% do not even consider hiring internally.  The survey showed:

· 71% of associations used a search committee appointed by the Board of Directors to conduct a search for a new executive.   These associations had no help from a search firm; in only 14.6% of the executive searches was a search firm employed in any capacity

· Only 29.7% of associations employed an interim director after their executive resigned.  Of those that used interims, only 5% were from outside the organization.
· Only 38.8% of the associations changed the job description of the executive director before conducting the search indicating that very few did any type of strategic planning, let alone even re-thinking the executive’s job

· 24.4% involved the staff in any way in the search

· Only 2.8% had succession plans in place when they conducted the search.  However, after the search was conducted, 7.8% developed succession plans.
What is perhaps even more distressing about executive succession in associations is that association boards do not necessarily hire someone from the association management field and do not recognize the value of the CAE.   Only 33% of the searches were conducted within the association management community.   Another 18.7% looked for association executives in the large nonprofit community, 15.7% looked in the business sector, another 24.3 % looked in the specific field, profession or industry represented by the association and 8.3% looked in “other professions” for an executive director.  Only 29.7% of the current executives hired have the CAE designation.

Given that many current association executives are baby boomers and the fact that there is increased stress in association jobs, an increasing number association boards of directors will be faced with the task of hiring a new executive in the next 5 to 10 years.   Yet, the data indicates that most association boards are woefully unprepared for this challenge.




� The in-depth interviews were conducted as part of a doctoral dissertation by Katherine Mandusic Finley.  The dissertation is available from UMI Dissertation Services and is entitled “Executive Succession Practices in Individual Membership Associations” (Cincinnati:  Union Institute & University, 2007).





For further reading on best practices for succession are discussed, see  Allison, M., Into the fire:  boards and executive transitions.  Nonprofit Management and Leadership, (12(4), 2002), pp. 341-351; [Adams, T.].  Neighborhood Reinvestment Corporation (1999).  Community development leadership project.  (Washington, D.C., 1999); Axelrod, N. R.,  Chief executive succession planning:  the board’s role in securing your organization’s future,  (Washington, D.C.:  BoardSource, 2002); Gilmore, T.N., Making a leadership change:  how organizations and leaders can handle leadership transitions successfully (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers, 1988); Van Hook, R. , Turnover at the top.   Association Management (January, 2004); Weisman, C. & Goldbaum, R. I., Losing your executive director without losing your way (San Francisco:  Jossey-Bass, 2004). 





� The survey also was conducted as part of a doctoral dissertation by Katherine Mandusic Finley.  The dissertation is available from UMI Dissertation Services and is entitled “Executive Succession Practices in Individual Membership Associations” (Cincinnati:  Union Institute & University, 2007).
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