More longtime
association
leadersare
leaving their
posts or thinking
about doing
s0. One former
CEO shares her
msrghts about
how to make sure
atop executlve S
departureisas
stress-free and
respectful as
possible.

By Laigh Wintz,
Mw% @;»mf

~ The recent recession may have delayed retirement for many association CEOs, but such departures
_are now a fact of life, particularly among baby boomers. According to one recent report, retirements account for the majority of CEO
openings in search-firm portfolios. Retirement age isn 't the only reason: The recession also contributed to CEO burnout and boards
looking for new leadership to turn things around. More leaders now have reason to ask themselves Isit time tomoveon?
Plenty of advice is available for first-time CEOs about how to make their entrance onto the stage. Much less has been written about
how to make a graceful exit. Having ]ust finished 25 years as an association CEQ, my expenence and the wisdom of some of my col- '
leagues rmght add to the conversations bemg held m boardroomq and among CEOs about how to proactively plan for departure
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Knowing When to Leave

Inever planned to be in my last CEO
position, at Soroptimist International of
the Americas, for more than five years. I
stayed for 20.1did consider other oppor-
tunities along the way, but at some
point I stopped actively looking and
settled in. I kept myself renewed and
refreshed through active participation
in my professional associations and by
reactivating my consulting practice. I
had a dynamic, empowered staff and

a trusting relationship with a strategic
board of directors that fostered a cul-
ture of innovation. Iloved my job.

But something happened two years
ago that provided food for thought. I
was at an event with a group oflong-
term executives, none of whom had
spent fewer than 17 years at the same
association. We were discussing some-

thing that Robert T. Van Hook, president

of Transition Management Consulting,
said during a breakout session: “No CEQ
should stay in the same association for
more than seven years.” So what were
we? Losers who couldn’t get a job any-
where else?

The following year, Van Hook pre-
sented some impressive research on the
subject at the ASAE Annual Meeting.
He showed that after five years, many
CEOs start doing what they like to do,
not what the organization needs them
to do. Founder’s syndrome is not unique
to founding board members. You can
detect it in successful long-term execu-
tives too.

Van Hook discussed some personal
cues that it may be time for a CEO to
leave:

@ boredom,; alack of a feeling of chal-
lenge and excitement

w impatience and irritation with board
and staff

e defensiveness or resistance to
change

m  working from home more often

m disinterest in business travel

m chronic fatigue

He also identified cues that the orga-
nization as a whole needs a change:

m afeeling that the association is stuck
“inarut
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@ institutional resistance to new ideas
and organizational change

® returning to the same old issues

u interpersonal conflict and declining
respect among board members

a failure of the board to think
strategically

m staff turnover and low staff morale
over-importance of the CEO

I saw myself in many of those bul-
let points. As much as I loved my job,
I'was definitely suffering from some
boredom, irritation, and chronic fatigue.
Some issues had resurfaced for the
fourth time in my tenure. Ithought,
“Been there, done that” more than once.
It was time. I decided to resign.

To make a graceful exit, the CEO
must recognize when it is time to leave
and be strong enough to provide for a
smooth transition. If not, you run the
risk of the board deciding for you that
you need to go. Everybody knows that
when an announcement states a CEO
is leaving “to pursue other opportuni-
ties,” it's code for “the board fired her”
or “arrangements have been made
to secure a rapid separation.” If you
become a topic of conversation at board
meetings, or if completing your perfor-
mance review requires multiple ses-
sions, it may be time to move on.

Giving Notice

Once you've made the decision to leave,
what's your next step? In my case, I was
already in a consulting practice that
was eager to have me on a full-time
basis. I'was required to give the board
three months’ notice, but I knew that
my successor would never be identi-
fied that quickly. I decided to leave

by the end of the current board term,
right after the leadership meetings—a
10-month window.

I'had the opportunity to resign in
person and present my letter of res-
ignation to both the president and
president-elect. The president and I
then crafted a joint announcement to
the board and delivered the same mes-
sage to staff later that same day. Paying
attention to the protocol of who knows
what, and at what time, is an important
part of making your departure graceful.
The joint announcement was released
to the entire membership, immediately
putting to rest any concerns that there
were covert reasons for my departure,
It also gave us the opportunity to docu-
ment the important positive changes
that had occurred during my tenure
and promote the advantages of new
leadership.

The announcement letter is impor-
tant: It's often the main source of
information for the rank-and-file staff
and membership about your departure.
So, it needs to be ready to go as soon as
possible; in fact, you should prepare the
first draft at the same time you write
your letter of resignation. A juicy tweet
or post on Facebook can undo a graceful
exit before it even gets started. You'll
also need to advise your network about
future endeavors.

What is sufficient notice for a grace-
ful exit? The answer will depend on
the particular situation, but in general,
three to 12 months seems to be the
norm. In retrospect, my 10-month
notice may have been more than neces-
sary: It was probably unrealistic of me
to expect that the new CEO would be
hired soon enough that we would be
able to participate jointly in strategic-
plan review, budget development, and
board orientation to prepare for his or
her first year on the job. It may have
been just as graceful had I given the




contractual minimum of three months’
notice and suggested that the board
hire an interim CEO or negotiated for
the opportunity to discuss staying on
beyond those three months based on
the organization’s needs (and mine).

Succession Plan

Despite the potential disruption ofa
CEQ's departure, executives and boards
are reluctant to discuss succession plan-
ning. Daring to Lead 2011, a study of
nonprofit executives by CompassPoint
and the Meyer Foundation, showed
that 67 percent of CEOs say they expect
to leave their jobs within the next five
years, but only 17 percent say their
organizations have a documented suc-
cession plan in place.

At my urging, five years before I
resigned, the board adopted an exten-
sive succession plan that covered what
to do in any circumstance of loss of CEO
services. The plan is reviewed annually,
and the policy that requires the board
to have a plan also states that the CEO
must provide the names of search firms
and interim CEO service companies
within the plan. It seemed that we had
all the bases covered about what the
board was supposed to do.

As it turned out, the plan was more
specific about what to do in response
to the absence of the CEO than about
what to do when the CEO has resigned
but is still present. The plan was not
specific enough about who should serve
on the search committee and what their
reporting relationship should be to the
full board.

The plan also did not include a
sample RFP for search firms, so I wrote
one and sent it out myself. The first les-
sonIlearned was that I sent it out to too
many prospects. Ilater had to help the
search committee sort through more
than 20 proposals. They were so over-
whelmed that they asked me to select
six, participate in a conference call to
discuss final selections, and set up inter-
views with recruiters from two firms.

In your succession plan, be specific
in describing a process for the board to
use in hiring an interim CEO, so they

can take the necessary time to perform
the search. The plan should also detail
the relationship between the search
committee and the board. At what
point do the board members want to
see candidate resumes or participate
in interviews? Who is responsible for
negotiating the final terms of the con-
tract with the new CEO? What requires
a vote of the full board? You should
have clear answers to all those ques-
tions as you begin your search.

The Transition

While the search firm was selected in

a timely manner, my replacement was
not chosen until three weeks before
my exit. Admittedly, at this point it
was becoming more difficult to remain
graceful. I was mentally ready to leave
but had no time to do things like pack

~ up my office, let alone clean out files.

I prepared staff for what they would
need to do to establish a good work-
ing relationship with the new CEO.
Some feared that a new person might
want to clean house or bring in a new
team. [ tried to be reassuring, butIalso
wanted to be realistic. I told them to
have resumes ready just in case and be
prepared to be “hired” all over again:
They were a great team, but they were
my team, and they would need to show
they could work with a different leader.
I also told them how valuable each of
them would be to the new CEO because
of their experience, expertise, and team-
work over the years.

The search committee allowed all
27 staff members to interview the final

three candidates and provide feedback.
The search firm did a great job in bring-
ing excellent candidates to the table,
and the successful candidate was the
staff’s top choice. This made it much
easier for me to let go and move on.

I provided the board and staff with
some articles about their respective
roles in successfully onboarding the
new CEO. This helped send a message
that the job of onboarding wasn't mine
alone; the board and staff naturally
tend to think it is the responsibility of
the departing CEO to get the new per-
son up to speed.

I'was beginning to doubt thatI
would have any time at all with the
new CEO and had taken on several cli-
ents in my new role. As it turned out,
my successor and I had two days in the
office together. It was her office from
the day she was hired. We met again for
the board meeting, where we both sat
at the head table, and our support for
one another was obvious. The meeting
also afforded the membership the
opportunity to thank me for my years
of service and to welcome the new CEO.
A short public cerernony provided her
with a graceful entrance —and me with
a graceful exit. ER

Leigh Wintz, FASAE, CAE, is principal con-
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is coauthor of The Will to Govern Well,
2nd edition, and serves on the faculty of
ASAE’s Symposium for Chief Elected and
Chief Staff Officers. She left Soroptimist
International of the Americas last fall.
Email: lwintz@tecker.com
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