GOOD GOVERNANCE: BOARD
SUCCESSION
By Michael Sessions, PhD, SVP

Decisions leaders make about people are critical to organizational success because people
impact everything in an organization.
Leaders are people and people are the sources of information leaders rely on to make
decisions. People set and carry out the organization’s strategy. People react during a crisis. The
right people fix a decision that is going badly, and the wrong people can mess up even the most
brilliant decision.
I was talking with a credit union senior vice president recently about how decisions about
people impact organizations. She said her CU’s board did not have a succession strategy, a
strategy to bring focus to its own talent management needs. Failure to have a succession plan
in place led to a crisis and turmoil when two board members passed away in a six month
period. Not only was there no succession plan or strategy in place, there had been no crisis
planning to assist in the process, no board position description to aid in defining expectations
for recruiting new board members, and no “black book” of potential board members.
In my experience, this situation is not unique.
CU industry data also suggest that more could be done for board renewal efforts. According to
a Credit Union National Association study released this January, the typical credit union board
member is a 61-year-old-white male. He has served on the board well over a decade and will
more than likely serve for many more years.
In addition, a 2010 Clarkson Centre for Board Effectiveness study sponsored by the Filene
Research Institute and CUES found that the majority of credit union board do not have a
process in place to address their recruitment challenges. For example, 70 percent did not have
director election processes in place and only 25 percent had an evergreen list of potential board
candidates.
And, a 2005 Filene Research Institute study (“Board Recruitment and Selection Practices at
Credit Union Boards,” not available online) of credit union boards found that 38 percent of
boards did not have position descriptions and many more reported their position descriptions
as being weak. Forty-three percent had not developed skill or competency profiles or had not
used what profiles they had to both recruit and vet candidates. Forty-two percent said they did
not have a list of potential candidates or a method to recruit candidates.
Succession is a process composed of various methods for identifying and developing talent with
the goal of ensuring an organization has the right people in the right positions at the right time.
With this as a goal, succession can be thought of as the entire system of aligning organizational
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needs with human talent capabilities. Thus, succession begins with recruitment, identifies
organizational and individual needs, directs development, and actualizes potential.
Board succession revolves around a few key elements. One is to decide the capabilities,
knowledge and skills--often referred to as competencies--required to fulfill the organization’s
mission. Another element groups the competencies to create roles or titles so tasks can be
accomplished efficiently and managed prudently. These roles are compiled into position
descriptions.
Robust position descriptions serve as one of the most important resources for succession.
Position descriptions set the tone, establish expectations, and provide guidance for further
development. How does a person know what is expected in their current role or what
competencies should be developed if they wish to excel in their role unless there are agreed
upon and documented expectations?
When I say robust position description, I mean the position description should include more
than duties. Well-crafted position descriptions include such things as the organization’s mission,
values, leadership competencies, duties, and the product to be produced. While this makes the
description longer than what is typically developed, it creates a description that helps a person
to understand what is expected. Board position descriptions should support the recruiting
process. They will establish expectations of performance. They can be used to set the board
development agenda for the year. And, they can be used to create individual development
plans.
Assuming the board is fully staffed, boards continue the process of succession planning by
considering when positions might open and how to fill those positions once they are open. Part
of the succession consideration should be demographics of the board, to ensure the board
adequately represents members’ interests. Board diversity is a strategic, if not moral,
imperative.
Boards are the highest form of leadership and directors should be proactive, out in front, and
leading by preparing a plan for future needs, as opposed to reacting when needs arise. Boards
are responsible for their own work: to manage their agenda, to find their replacements, to
develop themselves, to design their jobs, to discipline themselves, and to measure their
performance. There is no human resources department serving the board’s recruiting or
succession needs. The board is the search committee for its own replacements. As such, each
member of the board should be intimately aware of the qualities and duties required and be
constantly searching for board candidates.
While there is no HR department serving the board, the nominating or the development
committee or the governance committee can play a role in succession. The committee charter
may include responsibility for ensuring board position descriptions are current, collecting and
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assembling names of potential candidates, and developing skills at recruiting and vetting
individuals. It may propose governing policy on orienting new candidates or providing an
associate role on the board--people who gain experience by attending board meetings, but do
not vote.
In summary, succession at a board level includes recruiting, vetting, nominating, and orienting.
It also includes the discipline required to establish written expectations memorialized on a
position description. It includes regularly scheduled discussion about succession, board needs,
and even a crisis plan for unexpected departures. Succession also includes development of each
board member with the goal of exceptional excellence in governance.
Consider putting succession on the agenda and include the following nine questions designed
to spur examination of current processes and aid in developing a more robust succession and
development plan.
1. Does the board have a succession plan?
2. In what ways does the board locate and recruit effective board members?
3. Does the board know its succession needs and when those needs are to be filled, or
is the board reactionary?
4. How does the board find members?
5. How does the board know when it has found a good member?
6. What should/must a new board member know prior to voting?
7. How do new board members know what is expected of them?
8. How will a person obtain or meet the orientation requirements?
9. How will the person know when he/she has met the orientation/development
requirements?
Michael Sessions, Ph.D., is senior vice president of DDJ Myers.
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