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Ten Essential Tips for Hiring Your Next CEO

Updated 15 January 2014

Selecting a new chief executive is critical because so much rides on a positive outcome.
Is this the right person to lead the company in this particular business, at this particular
time? Will he or she collaborate with the board, or fight it? |s there a process in place for
cultivating, identifying, and appointing not just this CEO, but the one after that? From
directors, executives, and specialists whom we have witnessed, worked with, and
interviewed, and from our own search and consulting experience, we draw ten principles
for executives and directors to guide the executive-succession process.

1. Remember that people set strategy. American baseball legend Yogi Berra warned, “If
you don’t know where you’re going, you might not get there.” Berra was famous for his
“Yogi-isms,” but this one contained an essential truth: inchoate strategies and ineffectual
leadership generally go hand in hand. Conversely, directors and executives who know
where the company should be going will be best equipped to guide it there.

2. Implement an evaluation methodology. Use an evaluation system that links the
company’s strategic requirements with the prospects’ individual capacities and
performance, with the latter focusing on their integrity and ethics, team building,
execution excellence, shareholder return, and personal gravitas—and ability to work in
the boardroom.

3. Include in the current CEQ'’s evaluation an assessment of how well the company is
building a succession plan for the next generation of company leaders. \When we asked
the chief human resources officers at a number of major companies whether they had a
coherent system in place to evaluate and compensate the CEO’s succession
performance, most reported that their firm had none. And even those who did said that
the reward system was still too weak to effectively guide the CEO’s actions. Do this now.

4. Place the board leader in charge. By tackling the job in partnership with a
still-effective chief executive, the board leader can help root the process deeply in the
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company’s management development, preventing succession from becoming an
event-driven crisis. It is also helpful to consider both short-term disaster scenarios—are
one or two lieutenants ready now to replace the chief executive if an accident or iliness
suddenly disabled the top executive?— and long-term outcomes—uwill a handful of
executives be ready candidates to replace the CEO after a planned exit five years in the
future?

5. Retain a high-performing chief executive, but also work to keep capable successors.
Able executives who have learned how to run an enterprise are likely to be itching for a
CEO opportunity. Effective succession requires offering incentives to these potential chief
executives—including extra compensation—to retain their presence as CEOs-in-waiting if
a well-performing chief executive still has ample energy in the battery.

6. Seek candid comparative data on inside CEO candidates from those who had worked
with all of them. GlaxoSmithKline’s 450-degree assessment, which confidentially vetted
the views of all company executives who had worked with the three final candidates, is a
useful illustration of this data-seeking process. Administered by either a trusted insider or
a third party, the 450 yields comparative data on finalists, all of whom are obviously very
strong leaders in their own right. Using such data sometimes yields surprising results. At
GSK, the dark horse emerged as the best choice by a wide margin once the additional
comparative data was compiled.

7. Make direct contact with both sources and candidates to verify information. Even
when engaging a third party, boards cannot fully hand off the vetting process. Directors
will want to personally check on referencing. A few trusted sources can yield far more
useful data than a large number of less certain sources. In the absence of a trusted
relationship, references can sometimes reveal limited inside information and even false
information. As an example, one source claimed that a top candidate was an alcoholic,
but when further vetting with more trusted sources confirmed no such behavior, the
company chose the falsely accused candidate as its chief executive.

8. Review outside consultants carefully to prevent conflicts of interest. Intentionally or not,
executive search consultants hired to help with a CEO search can sometimes offer an
overly affirmative view of a candidate they have sourced or an overly skeptical view of one
they have not had a hand in finding. In one instance, a board’s external search led
directors to identify an executive at a Fortune 100 company who was ready to accept the
job. As afinal step in the process, the board retained an outside consultant to make one
last evaluation of the candidate that the board had identified. The consultant, however,
reported a serious defect in the candidate and urged against the executive’s

appointment. When the board then turned to one of us, we found no evidence of the
alleged shortcoming and recommended the executive’s appointment. We also found
reason to believe that the first consultant had hoped for a new CEO search assignment if
the candidate he opposed was rejected. The company finally went with its initial
preference, and the new chief executive performed exceptionally well over the next five
years.

2 Ten Essential Tips for Hiring Your Next CEO TCB.org


http://management.fortune.cnn.com/2012/05/10/how-companies-can-avoid-ceo-hiring-failure/

L one
THE CONFERENCE BOARD @

9. Maintain confidentiality. We have seen stellar CEO candidates drop out of
consideration when their identity is inadvertently revealed, especially if they are serving as
a chief executive elsewhere. Journalists inevitably circle during a high-profile external
search, and communicating orally and avoiding media contact can help preserve
confidentially. One way to prevent a damaging revelation is to ask outside references for
guidance on a candidate not for a CEO position but rather for a board seat. Now that
boards increasingly partner to lead the enterprise, not just monitor management, many of
the same leadership qualities that make for an effective director also make an effective
chief executive. Thus, board-seat evaluations can provide a veiled but useful appraisal of
CEO-related competencies.

10. Embed succession planning in corporate culture. Creating a culture entails many
steps, including performance incentives for executives to build the system, a development
capability that repeatedly reaches large numbers of managers, coaching and mentoring by
both directors and executives, and an openness to both inside and outside candidates.
Above all, it requires an active partnering between the directors and the chief executive to
preemptively ensure that their pipeline is full and its occupants are developing in the
upward direction.

When determining suitability to be CEO, companies will want to remind themselves of an
obvious premise: No candidate is perfect. The goal is to understand the relative
trade-offs among the candidates’ strengths and weaknesses, and to ensure that the
prospects’ deficits are not in areas that are especially critical for company performance.
The fate of the enterprise depends upon it.

This blog first appeared on Harvard Business Review on 12/04/2013.

View our complete listing of Strategic HR and Leadership Development blogs.

3 Ten Essential Tips for Hiring Your Next CEO TCB.org


http://hbr.org/product/boards-that-lead-when-to-take-charge-when-to-partner-and-when-to-stay-out-of-the-way/an/10817E-KND-ENG
http://hbr.org/product/boards-that-lead-when-to-take-charge-when-to-partner-and-when-to-stay-out-of-the-way/an/10817E-KND-ENG
http://blogs.hbr.org/2013/12/ten-essential-tips-for-hiring-your-next-ceo/
https://hcexchange.conference-board.org/blog/archive.cfm?typeid=8&topicid=40&subtopicid=240&keywordid=0
https://hcexchange.conference-board.org/blog/archive.cfm?typeid=8&topicid=20&subtopicid=160&keywordid=0

»..
THE CONFERENCE BOARD @

AUTHORS

Ram Charan, D.B.A. Dennis Carey Michael Useem
Business Author and Vice Chairman William and Jacalyn Egan
Advisor Korn/Ferry International Professor of Management

Wharton School, University of
Pennsylvania

The Conference Board is the global, Member-driven think tank that delivers Trusted Insights for
What's Ahead®. Founded in 1916, we are a nonpartisan, not-for-profit organization. TCB.org | Learn
about Membership

© 2026 The Conference Board, Inc.

4 Ten Essential Tips for Hiring Your Next CEO TCB.org


https://hcexchange.conference-board.org/blog/archive.cfm?typeid=8&topicid=40&subtopicid=240&keywordid=0
https://hcexchange.conference-board.org/blog/archive.cfm?typeid=8&topicid=20&subtopicid=160&keywordid=0
https://www.tcb.org
https://www.conference-board.org/
https://www.conference-board.org/membership
https://www.conference-board.org/membership

