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Most board-level Search Committees empowered by fellow directors to recruit the company’s next 

CEO, President, or Chair, are often subjected to unnecessary trauma and time-consuming steps.  

This is simply because they are unfamiliar with some fundamental issues that need to be addressed 

before an executive search firm is selected or candidates are called in.  With a modicum of 

advance thinking and preparation, Search Committees can greatly increase the likelihood of a 

problem-free selection process, and stand a far better chance of attracting a candidate who is right 

for the organization. 

 

The reason for difficulties in finding an “ideal” candidate are numerous, and often legitimate.  A 

major obstacle frequently cited by Search Committees is lack of time.  However, the most 

significant cause of frustration is the failure to establish at the outset a set of shared understandings 

and expectations among the members of the Search Committee and the rest of the board.  

Achievement of a consensus viewpoint on key issues is the Search Committee’s single most 

important task.  The scope of a Search Committee’s advance planning should be determined 

jointly.  Most frequently it covers review, analysis and agreement in four major areas: the 

organization, the role, the package, and the candidate. 
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STEP 1:  Define the Organization 
The Search Committee should first define what the organization is now, and what it expects to be in the future.   

 

In practical terms, this involves a review of the following: 

 

 Mission Statement.  A well-conceived and up-to-date mission statement is the most essential tool in an effective 

search.  Serious, qualified candidates will request this information and are likely to base their initial level of interest 

on how well the company articulates its raison d'etre. 
 

 Strategical and Financial Objectives.  The committee should clearly define what measurable goals the new CEO or 

President will be expected to achieve.  Are they realistic, or do they represent a wish list likely to discourage 

potential qualified candidates? 
 

 Current Operating Performance.  The most current information on company operations should be available to all 

parties involved.  To get the most accurate viewpoint, consider going beyond written reports by speaking directly 

with senior line management. 
 

 Scope and Nature of Current Challenges.  A thorough examination of current conditions will make the company’s 

challenges readily apparent.  These conclusions are extremely important, because they help to objectively define the 

background and qualifications of the most appropriate candidates for the position. 
 

 Organizational Structure.  Determine whether existing lines of responsibility are based on sound strategic planning 

or historical circumstance.  The committee needs to know if the company’s chain of command is likely to be (or 

should be) altered significantly as a result of the senior management change.  The new CEO will want to know how 

much autonomy he or she will have in restructuring the organization. 
 

 Culture and Traditions.  These “warm and fuzzy” issues, sometimes discounted in importance by Search 

Committees, are as significant as more tangible matters and have been the Achilles’ heel at many companies.  

Examine institutional values and style in an effort to create a broad list of personal, intellectual, and social 

characteristics the company should be seeking in a candidate. 

 

 

 

STEP 2: Define the Role 
With an accurate analysis of the organization’s condition and charter, the Search Committee is now prepared to 

define the specific role the new CEO will assume.  To assist the committee with general guidelines for discussion, we 

have designed a Position Information Form and a Compensation Review Sheet. 

 

This definition should cover: 

 

 Reporting Relationships.  In addition to specifics about board-level reporting, clear explanations should be provided 

for all reporting relationships within the company.  Sometimes, this information is far more complex than what’s 

depicted on an organizational chart. 
 

 Qualifications of Staff.  The Committee (as well as the prospective candidate) will need to know the backgrounds 

and accomplishments of those who currently report directly to the CEO.  Is the candidate inheriting a crew of top-

notch performers, or will it be necessary for the new CEO to make some management changes? 
 

 Major Objectives.  The Committee should define its tangible expectations as precisely as possible.  These will serve 

as the foundation for how the CEO’s performance will be measured.  Anticipated benchmarks or progress should be 

quantified and timeframes for accomplishment should be set. 

 

 External Involvements.  The Committee should be prepared to discuss secondary responsibilities involving existing 

or anticipated “outside” relationships, ranging from the CEO’s role in civic and social functions to participation on 

other corporate boards. 
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STEP 3:  Package the Opportunity 

With the organization and the role well defined, the Search Committee is prepared to evaluate and “package” the 

employment opportunity in a manner that will fairly portray the situation.  It will also increase the likelihood of 

capturing the interest of qualified candidates, and ensure the long-term success of the company’s new CEO.   

 

This packaging of the opportunity involves evaluation of: 

 

 Compensation Elements.  The various elements, including salary, bonus, long-term incentives, perquisites, and benefits 

need to work together.  Each element should have a specific purpose, and the total program should be directed toward 

broader organizational objectives. 
 

 Compensation Range.  The committee needs realistic parameters, based on the company’s stated goals and on the 

availability of qualified talent.  Consider how this range compares with others in the industry with similar situations. 
 

 Performance Links.  The committee needs to be prepared to elaborate on how and when performance ratings, salary 

increases, bonus payouts, and other “deliverables” are expected to be made.  Even if these elements change over the 

course of negotiations, discussing a specific offer at the outset usually puts the process on a proper footing. 
 

 Tangible and Intangible Benefits.  A decision which will significantly affect the lives of a candidate and family members 

is often based on far more than compensation.  Motivation for accepting a new position can range from quality of life 

issues, to prestige, to desire for change or challenge.  The committee has to evaluate and present all appropriate factors 

which could be used to attract the proper candidate. 

 

 

 

STEP 4:  Define the Ideal Candidate 

The Search Committee can now begin to develop a description of the “ideal” candidate for the position.   

 

This characterization should include a loose profile of: personal characteristics, professional background, education and 

training, established track record and reputation, industries and/or specific companies where the candidate may currently be 

working, and organizational “fit” (e.g. marketing/financial/technical). 

 

Although development of a specific image of the ideal candidate is important, the Committee needs to understand that this is 

just a wish list; they will have to be prepared to make some real-world compromises in the selection process.  Flexibility is 

essential for successful completion within a reasonable time frame. 

 

Tactical Issues 

 

This four-step analysis, designed to prepare the Search Committee for its assigned responsibility, should be supported by 

discussion and agreement on a number of tactical issues that are better addressed before any action is taken.  These include: 

internal and external confidentiality, treatment of internal candidates, selection of an appropriate executive recruiting firm, 

arrangements for candidate introductions and meetings, protocol for communication with the full board and presentations of 

final candidates(s), arrangements for checking references, and target time frames for completion of various tasks and for final 

candidate selection.  

 

Development of these shared understandings and shared expectations in the search for a new CEO, President or Chair is no 

simple task, especially for busy Search Committee members with companies of their own to manage.  However, those who 

make this up-front investment of time gain greater control over the selection process, and more significantly, accomplish in 

responsible fashion one of the most important roles of organizational governance. 

 

 


