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In fact, the research demonstrates the vital resource an interim 

CEO can be to the board, staff, and successor CEO. In case 

studies, conducted by Association Research Consulting for the 

foundation, the interims brought associations back from the brink 

of insolvency, reversed the downward spiral of high turnover, fixed 

board governance practices, broke down internal silos, and guided 

critical updates to association technology. 

Beyond fixing what is broken, however, good interim executives 

can lead associations that use them toward a bright future and 

offer a rare chance to reset. Whether by helping forge a new 

strategic plan or simply laying fresh, neutral eyes on both the forest 

and the trees, interim CEOs usually make a positive, frequently 

long-lasting impact. They give the board of directors time and 

space to find the right person to lead on a permanent basis. And 

importantly, effective interim CEOs work with the board to set up 

the next CEO for success.

Every association eventually experiences a leadership 

change, and experience is a good teacher. With that in mind, 

the foundation—in partnership with Vetted Solutions and the 

The Interim CEO as Vital Resource

Ancora Group, and guided by a volunteer taskforce of association 

community members—set out to answer these questions:

•	 Why have associations hired interim CEOs, and what 

advantages did they experience?

•	 What qualities and qualifications are typical or preferred 

(and should the board seek)?

•	 Under what circumstances are interims used, and what 

processes or conditions help them succeed?

•	 Once in the role, what do interim CEOs focus on, and what 

drives that focus? 

•	 What effective practices can be identified, and what 

pitfalls can be avoided?

The case studies offer insights for four key stakeholder groups: 

boards of directors weighing the pros and cons of interim 

leadership, interim executives seeking practical lessons, successor 

CEOs looking to start on the right foot, and staff navigating the 

impacts of leadership transition.

The interim CEO—an executive put in place to bridge the gap during 

an association leadership transition—frequently does far more than 

“keep the lights on,” according to an ASAE Research Foundation 

study completed in January 2021. 
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Research Findings and Insights

The case study research surfaced several key findings, 

summarized below. In concert with these findings, several key 

insights emerged specifically for boards, interim CEOs, subsequent 

CEOs, and staff. Those lessons are summarized in the successive 

sections of this report.

Key Findings
Impetus for and advantages of hiring an interim:

• Most interim CEOs were hired because there was a need 

to suddenly replace the existing CEO. Hiring an interim 

or knowing that one can be hired on short notice, gave 

boards the flexibility to make a swift executive leadership 

change where warranted. Interims also showed 

advantage in being better able to facilitate mergers with 

the egos of sitting CEOs out of the way.1

• Hiring an interim executive gave boards the time and 

space to decide what kind of association they wanted to 

be in the future and then to conduct a thorough search for 

the right CEO to lead them there.

• With the benefit of hindsight, key stakeholders at case 

study organizations unanimously agreed that employing 

an interim CEO during a time of leadership transition 

was the right decision. This was true even in the case of 

a board president who ultimately dismissed an interim 

CEO during the engagement. Engaging an interim CEO 

changed the status quo, and case study leaders saw 

capitalizing on that change as beneficial.

Key qualifications:

• Association management expertise was a highly useful 

skill set among the interims. Emotional intelligence—or 

“the capacity to be aware of, control, and express one’s 

emotions and to handle interpersonal relationships 

judiciously and empathetically”—surfaced as the top trait 

that interim executives need to be successful. The case 

studies suggest that it is hard to overstate how important 

it is for an interim (or perhaps any) CEO to be able to “read 

the room” and manage interpersonal relationships with 

grace.

• An interim CEO who aligns naturally with the culture 

of the organization, or who is very adaptable, appears 

1 Facilitating a Merger and Leveraging Communication and Relationship Skills 

to be more likely to succeed. Interims with a reform 

mandate may be able to improve the operations of an 

association by instilling a new culture, but they must 

proceed cautiously, model desired behavior, and bring 

key stakeholders along with them.

• Larger associations, or those that have a special 

individual on staff, may be able to promote internally to 

interim CEO. That avenue can be an effective way for an 

individual to try on or try out for the role. Professionals 

promoted from within come with certain advantages and 

can become highly effective long-time CEOs. However, 

they also face particular challenges, and the support they 

get from the board, including extra training and guidance, 

can be make-or-break. Those who step up into an interim 

CEO role should go into it knowing there are both rewards 

and risks.

Supporting circumstances, processes, or approaches:

• The role of the interim CEO and the expectations of 

stakeholders must be made clear.

• As interim CEOs began to implement changes, even if 

they had a change mandate from the board, they had 

to be careful to bring their key stakeholders with them, 

beginning with the board executive committee but also 

including key staff and sponsors.

• The cases suggest that interims are a powerful tool in 

a time of crisis, but their benefits are so great that they 

should also be considered for planned transitions.

Focus areas:

• Interim CEOs offered a unique chance for associations 

to reset and align management practices with known 

effective practice in critical areas such as: governance 

and board-CEO relations, financial management, events 

management, technology, human resources, and others. 

Where important, effective interims were also able to 

reset the overall working environment into a positive 

workplace where ideas were shared, initiative rewarded, 

silos broken down, and talented workers retained.



  asaefoundation.org       |   6    |     2022     |     The Role of the Interim CEO

•	 Effective interims were in good positions to take actions 

that set up the subsequent CEO for success. For example, 

when interim CEOs dismissed underperforming 

workers, it positioned the subsequent CEO to move the 

organization forward without the distraction of potential 

ill will at the start of his or her tenure. 

•	 Interim CEOs frequently stabilized organizations in 

crisis by drawing on their experience to quickly identify 

problems. The cases suggest that interims can then use 

their status to call out what is wrong and correct it.

Key Insights
When Should an Association Use an Interim CEO? When not 

to use an interim CEO for a leadership transition may be a better 

question than when to use one. During the case study research, 

board members were asked to rate the degree to which they 

agree with the statement “In retrospect, using an interim CEO 

was the right decision for our association.” Of the board members 

interviewed, 87% "strongly agreed" it was the right decision; the 

remaining board members interviewed all "agreed" even though 

one ultimately dismissed the organization's interim CEO before the 

engagement concluded and rated that individual's performance 

one on a five-point scale. 

Whether through termination or illness, the CEO’s departure 

from all but two of the associations studied was sudden. It can 

be surmised that interim CEOs play an essential role in helping 

organizations make a rapid leadership change—that is, when it was 

not practical to leave the departing CEO in place, the interim filled 

the role during the executive search process. It seems, therefore, 

that only long-planned retirements or amicable departures 

announced well in advance lend themselves to executive 

transitions without using an interim. 

That said, it is important to note the small sample size of this 

study (n=15). While nearly three-fourths (73%) of transitions in the 

study were the result of a terminated CEO, an executive recruiter 

suggested this is not an accurate reflection of transitions that 

involve interim CEOs. Rather, more interims are employed under 

planned circumstances and stable conditions than are represented 

in this research. 

Despite the circumstances of the case studies, one can surmise 

that even leadership transitions resulting from retirements 

or otherwise affording long lead times can benefit from the 

engagement of an interim CEO. The benefits of hiring an interim 

include an opportunity to reset (both strategic direction and 

operations), time and space to hire the right person (without the 

ticking clock of a pending departure), and ideal circumstances for 

setting up the subsequent CEO for success (which is the interim’s 

mission but may not be the mission of the outgoing CEO). 

Unique circumstances may also lend themselves to the services 

of an interim CEO. An unexpected finding in this research is that 

interim CEOs can be valuable in facilitating association mergers. 

In two instances, small and competing associations were ripe for 

mergers, but prior efforts to merge had stalled on the egos of the 

involved CEOs.2 In both instances, when a CEO was dismissed and 

replaced with an interim, the interim’s impartial approach helped 

bring the needed mergers to fruition. 

Key Insights for Boards
Boards of directors have the most important role during executive 

transitions—and the most pressure. The option to select an interim 

CEO can reduce that pressure, provided the interim is the right 

one. The experiences reflected in the case studies reveal several 

lessons for boards of directors—from making decisions that create 

a set of circumstances conducive to an interim’s success to setting 

succession plans and clear expectations to seeking out the right 

qualities in an interim executive.

Act Swiftly and Decisively. Deciding to fire a CEO is not easy, 

but arguably the clearest and strongest takeaway for boards from 

the case studies is to stay attuned to performance and act swiftly 

when things are not right. Failing to do so inevitably exacerbates 

messy situations, thereby making the interim’s job that much more 

difficult when that professional is brought in. In almost all of the 

cases in which the CEO was dismissed, smaller transgressions 

added up to poor performance. The poor performance, left to 

linger by the inaction of the board, frequently had far-reaching 

effects: from loss of members to a demoralized staff with frequent 

turnover to impending financial crisis.

2  Facilitating a Merger and Leveraging Communication and Relationship Skills 
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The case studies affirm that volunteers, typically actively employed 

in their field and with limited time to govern, may not always know 

the questions to ask to probe beyond what a CEO wants them 

to hear. The case studies illustrate that mandatory training for 

incoming board members can help protect the association.

Board members might do well to learn from an officer in one case 

study who turned to the board members in line for chair before and 

after him and said, “Look, we can do this one of two ways: We can 

each have three chairmanships that last one year, or we could have 

one chairmanship that lasts three years if we work together. And 

we could really get something done here!”3  In this way, he was able 

to rally the other board members and remove a CEO who had been 

in place for 18 years and was increasingly struggling. The executive 

committee promoted an internal candidate to interim, and that 

person earned the full-time spot, turning the ailing organization 

around.

Fire Carefully. As important as it can be to act swiftly, it is equally 

important to act carefully. In at least one-third of the cases, the 

dismissal of the CEO had traumatic effects that made the next stage 

more difficult than it otherwise would have been. Yet those effects 

could have been managed. 

Avoiding lawsuits, protecting from sabotage, and generally saving 

face are important goals for boards as they consider how to remove 

a sitting CEO, but perhaps the most important is to protect the staff 

from unnecessary trauma. 

Hire an Interim CEO. If the top lesson learned for boards is to 

institute CEO accountability, a close second is to hire an interim 

CEO. All board chairs interviewed for the case studies agreed that 

hiring an interim CEO was the right decision. All indicated that they 

either "strongly agree" (87%) or "agree" (13%). This was even true of 

the board president who ultimately terminated the interim before 

the board could hire a replacement.4 

There was consensus among the board leaders interviewed that 

organizations come to a natural inflection point during leadership 

changes. Some seek mere continuity, but they nonetheless find that 

a change in leaders will mean a change to the status quo, and if that 

is happening, it is wise to take advantage of the benefits an interim 

can offer.5 From a board perspective, the most important of these 

are as follows:

3 Transitioning to the Top 
4 Cultural Sensitivity Matters 
5 Planning for Succession, Advancing Strategy Amidst Tragedy, and A Board  
Member as Interim 

• The ability to reset. A good interim CEO can bring 

tremendous experience and knowledge about effective 

practices in association management. The interim will 

come in with fresh eyes, enabling quick assessment of 

the operations versus what they know works elsewhere. 

Frequently an interim can identify issues even successful 

long-term CEOs who are leaving on good terms cannot 

because they are too close to the situation to clearly see 

what needs fixing. An interim also may be able to act 

quickly in ways that the permanent CEO cannot.

• Time and space to set direction and hire the right 

person. Beyond resetting operations, a leadership 

change can create or expedite an opportunity to revisit 

strategic direction. Forty percent of the associations 

chose to develop a new strategic plan while the interim 

was in place--though others believed this would be better 

done after a permanent CEO was selected. Those who 

pursued a strategic plan during the interim period noted 

that the board sets the organization’s strategic direction 

and that having the plan in place enabled the board 

and recruiters to search for the right permanent CEO to 

advance it.

• Set up the subsequent CEO for success. Board 

members interviewed for this study frequently cited 

the interim’s role in setting the subsequent CEO up for 

success. Tellingly, the subsequent CEOs often recognized 

this, too, many of them naming this as an important 

objective of their tenure. For some that meant right sizing 

the organization or making selective staffing changes 

or unpopular operational changes—actions that may 

be what the organization needs to do to survive, but 

it doesn’t win friends. In those instances, the interim’s 

actions allowed the subsequent CEO to move the 

organization forward without expending political capital 

and goodwill among the staff at the start. 

An interim’s actions to steer the right course can also aid 

in recruitment of a viable long-term CEO. For example, one 

organization was on the brink of financial ruin, and the interim’s 

actions to right the ship were seen as essential to the association’s 

ability to recruit a top candidate for a longer-term role.6 The best 

candidates, they feared, would have declined an offer from the 

organization in its pre-interim state or even spread the word for 

other top candidates to steer clear.

6  Ending a Tailspin 
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Set a Succession Plan. Only 13% of the case studies had a formal 

written succession plan. In those cases, the board members 

interviewed shared that having a plan was helpful for reducing 

uncertainty in an otherwise challenging time.  Several board 

members from different case studies suggested that it would 

be wise to create a formal plan that at least calls for the board to 

consider hiring an interim CEO should the sitting CEO depart or be 

unable to continue. A succession plan need not be too prescriptive, 

however, since the studies reveal that each situation is unique to 

its time and circumstances, and boards require the flexibility to do 

what they believe is needed at the time.

Set Clear Expectations. All stakeholders need to know exactly 

what is expected of them during the transition. What are you 

asking the interim CEO to do? Is the individual to keep the trains 

running during an executive search? Is the board looking for a 

reformer? What authority does the interim have? The expectations 

need to be clear for board members, too. If the board is seeking 

reform and compliance with accepted good practice in association 

management, board members should be prepared for governance 

reforms, too. For example, one board hired a reformer but 

ultimately was not prepared for major changes to board function.7 

Staff need to know what to expect, too. The board should address 

the staff at the outset of a leadership transition, sharing as much 

information as possible. The board should explain what to expect 

in the transition process and what will be expected of them, as 

clear messaging about the transition process helps maintain staff 

confidence and morale. One case study offers an example of why 

clear communication is vitally important. 8 The board members 

were not transparent about the fact that the person they hired 

as CEO was only interested in a short-term, interim role, so they 

muddled the message to staff and members, creating uncertainty 

and distrust. 

Seek the Right Qualities. In most cases, boards should begin by 

hiring an executive search firm. They are skilled and experienced 

at finding good candidates, and board members rarely have the 

time or knowledge to identify and recruit top talent. Most of the 

associations studied here used a professional search firm, and 

those that did not had unique circumstances. For example, one 

organization’s current CEO developed a formal succession plan, in 

which an internal source was identified as the person who should 

take over the full organization if the CEO was not able to continue.9 

The board of another association in the study selected its chief 

7  Assess Change-Readiness
8  Ending a Tailspin
9  Advancing Strategy Amidst Tragedy

operating officer for the interim role.10 In another, the outgoing CEO 

had hired a COO and groomed her for the top job.11 Finally,  one 

board selected a fellow board member to take the interim role, but 

the stakeholders interviewed agreed in hindsight that doing so 

created unique challenges and may not be a best practice.12

Based on the stakeholder interviews and analysis of what proved 

successful, four qualities emerged as traits boards should seek:

•	 Deep knowledge of association management. Interim 

CEOs must quickly assess operations and ensure that the 

loss or removal of the prior CEO does not adversely affect 

members or staff. Associations have many facets, and 

a deep understanding of how each department should 

function is critical. Interviewees agreed that associations 

are different from for-profit businesses, and the ability to 

run one does not necessarily translate into success at the 

other. Boards may be tempted to hire from the industry or 

sector the association represents, but an interim CEO who 

does not have association-specific knowledge would be 

at a major disadvantage. 

•	 Proven experience as an executive. Association 

knowledge alone is not enough, however. Successful 

experience as a top decision maker is important, too. If 

an association needs an interim CEO, that organization 

is at least at an inflection point. Difficult decisions may 

need to be made quickly, and the mantle of leadership 

must be confidently taken up. In many cases, it is a 

challenging time for even the most proven executive, 

so it is not a good time for someone who has never 

led an organization or division before to step in. On 

average, the interim CEOs in the case study series had 

16 years of experience at the head of an organization. 

One interim who was hired internally without any prior 

CEO experience did not have an especially successful 

tenure and was not selected for the full-time role 

despite pursuing it.13 In another instance, the interim 

was hired internally and only had two years of prior 

CEO experience, but the individual had other top-four 

qualities, including high emotional intelligence and a 

deep knowledge of the industry with a strong cultural fit.14

10  From Interim to CEO: Proceed with Caution
11  Planning for Succession 
12  A Board Member as Interim 
13  From Interim to CEO: Proceed with Caution 
14  Transitioning to the Top 
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•	 High levels of emotional intelligence. Oxford English 

Dictionary defines emotional intelligence as “the capacity 

to be aware of, control, and express one’s emotions, and 

to manage interpersonal relationships judiciously and 

empathetically.” It is hard to overstate the importance of 

this quality in interim CEOs. From day one, an interim 

must be able to work with a board of directors, manage 

staff, and interact with members and many others. The 

role requires the ability to give what needs to be given 

(for example, a clear direction, praise, encouragement, 

etc.) and elicit the required behaviors of others while 

inspiring trust, teamwork, and dedication. It takes high 

levels of empathy and a related ability to listen deeply 

to stakeholders. As one interviewee put it, “Interim CEOs 

have to be able to read the room. Any room.”

•	 Knowledge of the industry and cultural fit or 

adaptability. The case studies suggest that boards would 

do well to select an interim executive who either knows 

the association’s industry or sector already, who fits in 

with its culture, or who is highly adaptable. In one case, 

for example, an organization representing scientists hired 

an interim CEO who did not understand the board’s need 

for an analytical, evidence-based approach to decision 

making.15 When the interim CEO tried to implement 

changes without first systematically demonstrating 

why they were the right moves, he lost the trust of the 

board and was let go before a permanent replacement 

was found. His ideas were not bad ones, but because he 

did not already fit the culture and he failed to adapt to it, 

he was not able to advance his agenda. This is one area 

in which internal candidates or candidates from other 

organizations in the same sector may have an advantage. 

As a prime example, in one organization the internal 

candidate for interim CEO was able to assume leadership 

with no ramp-up time because she had been prepared 

for the role.16 Conversely, interims without the industry 

knowledge can adapt. 

A candidate need not have all four qualities to be successful as 

an interim. Indeed, the cases suggest that only in one example 

did the interim firmly possess all four.17 Rather, a combination of 

three often leads to success, and the right two in the right person 

and the right situation might work well for an organization. In one 

15  Cultural Sensitivity Matters 
16  Advancing Strategy Amidst Tragedy 
17  Advancing Strategy Amidst Tragedy 

case, the interim CEO did not know the industry, but he identified 

a talented individual internally who had a great deal of experience 

in that sector, bountiful emotional intelligence, executive 

charisma, and the potential to be a full-time CEO—though limited 

association management experience.18 He launched a successful 

two-year training program to help that person learn association 

management and gain executive experience with a robust scaffold 

of support around her. An interim candidate with all four qualities 

is an exceptional prospect.

Key Insights for Interim CEOs
This case study research underscores how vital an interim CEO 

can be to an organization—whether in sustaining a path the 

association was already on, addressing operational or other issues, 

or even helping chart a new strategic course. The experiences of 

the organizations studied also offer insights for interim CEOs or 

professionals considering such a role. Following are key practices 

that helped the case study interims navigate their duties.

Know the Desired Role. Associations recruit an interim CEO for 

a variety of reasons. Frequently, a board will look to the interim to 

take on a specific leadership role for a designated period. 

The case studies illustrated these common interim roles:

•	 Reform: Advance change, clean house, or otherwise 

reform the organization to pave the way for a new CEO.

•	 Sustain: Steer the ship without changing too much until a 

new CEO can be found.

•	 Audition: Prove skills as an interim before taking on a 

permanent CEO role.

•	 Transition: Oversee a complex organizational change, 

such as a merger of two organizations.

Role clarity is critical, because the association may be in a rocky 

place, and the board may look to the interim to deliver on specific 

goals. Of the case studies identified for this research, 13% were the 

result of a mutual and amicable parting of ways between the board 

and the previous CEO. While this sample is not representative, it 

does illustrate a need for incoming interims to seek clarity on the 

situation within the organization and the kind of leadership the 

board believes the organization needs. 

18  Culture: Embracing Change and Collaboration 
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Set Expectations. While the board has expectations for what an 

interim CEO should accomplish, the incoming interim needs to 

set expectations as well. Even if the expected role seems clear, it is 

vital for an interim to establish with the board an understanding of 

the goals and how a shared vision will be executed.

The importance of achieving a full, shared understanding is 

illustrated in the following example.19 The board thought it wanted 

change, but neither the members nor the interim established the 

board’s actual level of comfort with change. The interim meshed 

well with the organization’s culture and had success moving it in 

the right direction. However, when the change-agent subsequent 

CEO came on board and forged ahead with less regard for culture 

and comfort level with change, the board grew increasingly 

uncomfortable, ultimately terminating and replacing the interim.

Focus on Culture. The case studies show that workplace culture 

has a critical bearing on the prospects for success, so the interim 

must gain a clear understanding of the organization’s culture 

and, often, take actions to improve it. Whether the result of poor 

accountability, resistance to new ideas, resistance to change, or 

other factors, it was not uncommon in the case organizations for 

the interim to encounter a need to address cultural factors that 

were hindering performance and growth. 

The interim CEO in one study pursued a policy of radical candor 

when discussing the organization’s problems and tried to “shine as 

much sunlight as possible” on all the issues.20 A subsequent CEO 

built on the interim’s efforts to break down an old culture in which 

people were afraid to speak out for fear of being put down publicly. 

To do this, she brought a toy penguin into meetings, and whenever 

meeting participants felt they needed to “address the elephant (or 

penguin) in the room,” they would place the penguin on the table 

and that gave them permission to speak frankly but respectfully. 

The freedom to speak openly and challenge conventional thinking 

remains and has helped lead to success. 

19  Assess Change-Readiness 
20  Spreading Radical Sunshine 

In another study, the interim CEO inherited a workplace culture 

that needed major reform.21 As a first step, he made explicit the 

change in attitude he wanted to see. He rolled out a set of written 

operating guidelines and got written staff buy-in. Among the 

guidelines:

•	 An absolute commitment to positive and respectful member 

and customer service, demonstrated by all staff in every 

position.

•	 A conscious and continuous effort to emphasize employee 

satisfaction and engagement in all that we do, with the goal 

of improving organizational communication and culture.

•	 Creativity, flexibility, adaptability, and a willingness to 

embrace change. Staff at all levels are encouraged to 

challenge the status quo.

An interim also must navigate an association’s broader culture 

(as a reflection of the profession or industry they represent). For 

example, working with a board of directors and members who are 

scientists required a thoughtful, analytical approach, but when 

the interim did not respect the scientific culture, he failed and was 

let go.22 Internally sourced interims may have a natural advantage 

in organizations with distinct cultures, as is illustrated in one-

third of the cases studies, but that does not mean an externally 

sourced interim who exercises the requisite sensitivity to cultural 

predispositions cannot be successful. 

Be the Change. Frequently, interim CEOs are required to right 

the ship that has capsized under the previous CEO. The chance to 

apply all that you have learned to fix a broken organization can be 

exhilarating, but it is always hard and sometimes dirty work. 

Be prepared to work long hours. As one case shows, it may not 

be advisable to use part-time interims when an organization is in 

crisis.23 

At first listen carefully, seek multiple sources of input, and take 

the time to learn; then be ready to make unpopular decisions. You 

may have to fire underperforming or problematic workers who 

have a long tenure and loyal friends, but “taking a bullet” so that the 

incoming CEO does not have to is part of the core value of interim 

CEOs to associations in transition. 

21  Culture: Embracing Change and Collaboration 
22  Cultural Sensitivity Matters 
23  An Interim-Hiring Dilemma 
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Beware of loyal “camps” who are stubbornly against the decision 

to fire the previous CEO and who may therefore resist whatever 

changes you try to implement. 

It is important to model the changes you want to see, so showing 

humility, that you do not know everything, and that it is okay 

for “even you” to make mistakes can help foster a positive 

working culture designed to solve problems. The interim in one 

study makes a case that accepting more than your share of the 

blame when things go wrong, and being generous with praise 

when things go right, helped set a new tone for positivity and 

accountability among his staff.24

Begin With a Listening Tour. Among the case studies, the interim 

CEOs who were most successful in building partnerships with 

those around them began with a formal listening tour of some sort. 

Despite generally being seasoned professionals, they also were 

quick to admit to themselves and those around them that they did 

not have all the answers. Most frequently, the listening tour was 

a series of one-on-one meetings with department heads to hear 

the most pressing issues, concerns, and challenges. In smaller and 

mid-sized organizations, the one-on-one meetings extended to all 

staff members. For example, one interim CEO called these “stay 

meetings” because he wanted to avoid an exodus by both listening 

and reassuring.25 

In another instance, a survey was circulated to all staff so that 

respondents could anonymously raise any issue.26 According 

to that interim executive, “we had five or six core problems 

that surfaced in the surveys, and then I set up a focus group [of 

staff members] on each issue . . .this gets to the importance of 

transparency and communication . . . we laid out the issues and got 

great ideas for what to do about it. I think it worked very well.” In 

concert with gathering plenty of input, it is equally important to be 

mindful of issues, such as loyalties or grudges, that could be fueling 

the input. Nonetheless, interims suggested that when an issue 

comes up from multiple sources, there is probably something to it.

24  Spreading Radical Sunshine 
25  Transitioning to the Top 
26  Culture: Embracing Change and Collaboration 

Socialize Change. Interim CEOs in the study relied on vast 

experience27 and could quickly see changes that needed to be 

made. 

The cases suggest that some changes, such as addressing a 

financial crisis may be urgent, but generally interim CEOs do 

better at implementing changes when they bring the stakeholders 

along with them. Making the case begins with the executive 

committee, then the rest of the board, staff, sponsors, partners, and 

members. An interim may have a clear mandate for change, but it 

is nonetheless imperative to socialize that change and move at a 

pace that is not too threatening to those involved, rather than risk 

a failed effort because of lost buy-in. One successful interim argues 

that this goes for staff, too, and recommends keeping an open 

door and staying late so that folks can come when it is quiet. In 

fact, an open-door policy was mentioned by nearly every interim. 

Successful interims suggested making the stakeholders (board, 

staff, sponsors, volunteers) into partners in the change initiatives. 

The case studies demonstrate that those with a change mandate 

cannot do it alone, and the two who tried both failed.28

Keep Your Hat Out of the Ring (Usually). Each circumstance is 

different, and there are clear exceptions to this, but the case studies 

suggest that it is not advisable for interim CEOs to aim for the 

permanent role—especially when the organization is in crisis. 

When an interim CEO is also a candidate for the permanent 

position, the individual loses some of the advantages that the 

interim title affords. Making hard but righteous decisions like 

letting go of deeply entrenched, problematic staff or calling out 

board missteps become even more difficult and might threaten 

the interim’s candidacy. The interim may feel pressured to make 

decisions that benefit their candidacy but are not in the long-term 

interest of the organization.

In one organization, the interim CEO tried for the permanent role 

but did not get it.29 A divide formed among the staff and board, with 

camps in favor and against the interim’s candidacy, and allegations 

of favoritism were made on multiple sides. The interim expressed a 

desire to stay on as the number two in the office but ultimately left 

the organization. In another case, the interim put his hat into the 

27  The average age of those in this study is 59, with 15 years already as the leader of an 
organization, and an average of 24 years of association experience. 
28  Cultural Sensitivity Matters  and Assess Change-Readiness 
29  From Interim to CEO: Proceed with Caution 
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ring but says he wouldn’t make that choice again.30 In other cases 

the boards and staff said that an interim’s explicit lack of interest in 

the permanent CEO position was an important part of the interim’s 

selection and successful tenure in the interim role.31

Exceptions to the rule had elements in common. At a couple 

of the case study organizations, internal candidates were able 

to successfully transition from interim to permanent CEO. In 

these cases, the organizations were stable and in relatively good 

condition, and the candidates had solid leadership experience that 

would have made them strong candidates anywhere.

Key Insights for Subsequent CEOs
Taking over as CEO of an organization is challenging no matter the 

circumstances, but an effective interim CEO can smooth the way 

for a permanent CEO, especially if both approach the transition 

as a partnership. The experiences of the case study organizations 

suggest lessons for new permanent CEOs looking to get started on 

the right foot. Following are key insights from the case studies for 

CEOs who followed interims.

Understand the Role the Interim Played. An interim may be 

brought in for a variety of reasons. Some may be asked to maintain 

stability, while others may be asked to shake things up. The 

subsequent CEO should understand that role and what happened 

in the organization as a result. Such information also allows the 

permanent CEO to put the board’s expectations for the future of 

the organization in context.

Make the Transition a True Partnership. It may be tempting, or 

even necessary, for an incoming CEO to assert authority before the 

first full day in command. However, the case studies suggest that 

an outgoing interim CEO should be treated as a valuable resource. 

Not doing so can have unfortunate consequences. For example, 

the incoming CEO did not engage with the outgoing interim and 

forged ahead.32 A mismatch became apparent, and the incoming 

CEO was dismissed after a few months.

Most organizations set up a period of leadership overlap for 

meaningful knowledge transfer. Among CEOs taking over after 

an interim executive in the case study organizations, the average 

30  Getting on the Right Track 
31  Planning for Succession, Culture: Embracing Change and Collaboration, and Spreading 
Radical Sunshine 
32  Assess Change-Readiness 

recommended transition time was two to three weeks, with 

additional availability for phone consultation. Incoming CEOs 

have said how precious this time is because there is a tremendous 

amount of information to communicate. They recognize that a 

primary objective for the interim CEO is to set up the subsequent 

CEO for success, and a smooth and complete in-person handoff is 

important. Transition time could include daily meetings between 

the interim and subsequent CEO and direct introductions to 

key stakeholders, including staff, key volunteers, sponsors, and 

industry partners. 

In some cases, the incoming CEO cannot start right away, creating 

a lag between when the new CEO is introduced to the staff or 

announced publicly and when the individual can actually begin 

coming into the office. In one case, this lag was six months, creating 

a kind of lame-duck interim and generating some uncertainty 

among the staff about who had final decision-making authority.33 

Wherever possible, it is advisable to not put off the start date for too 

long.

Be Gentle with Staff. The senior staff members interviewed for 

the case studies made clear that leadership transitions are difficult, 

uncertain times, and it is important for subsequent CEOs to be 

empathetic and take steps to make things as easy as is practical. 

Every senior staff person interviewed said the subsequent CEO 

was at least the third leader at their association in a brief period. 

Beyond the changes at the top, there may have been layoffs, 

resignations, or other organizational upheavals that remaining 

staff had to navigate. 

On top of any upheaval that they have experienced, staff are 

invariably anxious about what is ahead and their own job security. 

Interviews showed that many had updated their resumes and 

began to activate their networks as a precaution in case the new 

CEO was not right. Rumors tend to fly about who is likely to be 

let go, or which departments or budgets will get trimmed. We 

know that about 50–78 percent of workers in the United States 

live paycheck to paycheck with plenty of debt, and about 3 in 10 

have almost no emergency savings in the bank. 34 Even if the figure 

for employees of associations is better than that, for some staff, 

the job they have now is a vital lifeline for themselves and their 

families. Anxiety about a new boss who might want to clean house 

is distressing. 

33  Getting on the Right Track 
34  https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2020/08/17/
breakdown-what-living-paycheck-to-paycheck-looks-like/
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In sum, the new CEO is starting off fresh, while everyone else is 

probably beleaguered. Recognizing the anxiety, vocalizing it, and 

taking steps to identify and alleviate pressure points will help win 

support and loyalty early on. Actions to be taken include having 

one-on-one meetings to ask and listen to how individuals are 

feeling about the changes, learn what they need to be successful, 

and offer support (including reinforcements) where it can 

realistically be rendered. 

Key Insights for Staff
Executive transitions bring no shortage of challenges for staff. 

Beyond a change in leadership, staff may have to weather extra 

work and abrupt changes in plans or personnel without much 

to say about it. How can staff best get through it? There is not a 

simple way to make a transition easier on staff, but staff can take 

steps to make it easier on themselves. Transitions can create 

opportunities, especially for those who embrace the changes. 

The recommendations that follow, derived from the case study 

interviews, provide things to consider for staff navigating work 

during an executive transition process.

Keep an Open Mind. Association staff members interviewed 

for the case studies shared that the transition period is difficult 

for almost everyone. It is certainly hard for staff members, but 

despite appearances to the contrary, board members struggle 

with it, too, as do outgoing, interim, and incoming CEOs. With that 

in mind, the staff interviewed for these studies preach patience. 

“Just sit tight and wait to see what’s coming” before jumping ship, 

advised one worker.35 The process may represent a complete reset 

for the organization. There may be layoffs, program cuts, or other 

changes that will feel dramatic. As one staffer said, the changes 

are not personal, but all the long hours and sacrifices made for 

the association or the previous CEO may not mean a great deal to 

an interim or the new permanent CEO, who will each start with a 

vision set with the board and their own plans for executing it.

Case study participants agreed that resisting change was not 

a path to success. In some of the case studies, different camps 

formed, dividing those who supported the interim CEO from those 

who did not. The interim CEOs picked up on this, which created 

problems, but it also meant that the resisters who remained with 

the organization were out of step with the rest of the team when 

35 Planning for Succession 

the permanent CEO arrived. As a subsequent CEO described it, 

“You’re either on the bus or off, but it’s leaving the station with or 

without you.”36  

Be Ready for Extra Work. There is no getting around it: 

Leadership changes create additional workload, so those 

interviewed recommend bucking down and pushing through. Just 

the mechanics of changing the CEO twice—whether the change 

means updating the communications plan or helping the new boss 

get up to speed—means added effort on top of the daily business.

In most of the case studies, a change at the top led to changes 

down the chain. For those who stick around, this means extra work 

that might not get recognized, as the new leader will not have a 

full appreciation for how things were done previously. That said, 

patience, hard work, and a positive attitude paid off for several 

of the staff members interviewed—the interims recognized their 

contributions with promotions. 

Whether staff struggle or thrive during the interim period, it should 

come with an end date. The interim’s changes may be short-lived 

and give way to further changes under the subsequent CEO. That 

second shift may not be easier, but it will come with clarity about 

the vision for the future of the organization, allowing staff to know 

how, and if, they see themselves continuing at the organization.

Capture Institutional Knowledge. Most of the staff members 

interviewed for the case studies cited effective communication 

skills as one of the top qualifications they would look for if hiring 

an interim CEO. But it is worth remembering that communication 

goes both ways, and staff can help themselves and the organization 

by proactively communicating with the interim and subsequent 

CEO. 

One key lesson shared by staff is the importance of capturing 

institutional knowledge before it is gone. CEO transitions also 

frequently include other personnel departures, and too often, 

that means a loss of knowledge on how to do critical tasks. Several 

interviewees recommended taking the time right away to develop 

standard operating procedures. Or if a staff member announces 

the intention to leave, one interviewee recommends requiring a 

final responsibility of documenting step-by-step instructions on 

how the individual does the job’s key tasks. 

36  Culture: Embracing Change and Collaboration 
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Communicate Proactively. Staff members interviewed for the 

studies indicated that they appreciated it when interim CEOs 

asked for their input. Several recommended actively reaching out 

to the executive. Specifically, they suggested taking interims who 

say they have an open-door policy at their word—interims who 

participated in case study interviews found value in conversations 

that helped them connect with staff and learn about the 

organization.

Likewise, several interim CEOs in the studies discussed how they 

came into organizations where rigid silos had been constructed 

and different departments were not talking to each other. Interim 

CEOs are advised to “be the change they want to see,” and this can 

apply to staff, too. It is possible to take advantage of a changing 

office environment to actively help break down silos and initiate 

overdue dialogue. 

Accept That It Is Not Your Call. Finally, staff expressed a desire 

to have been a part of the search process for the new permanent 

CEO. In most of the cases, neither the board nor executive search 

company sought the input of staff. In some cases, the search 

company did solicit input early on about what kind of executive 

would be good, but the staff felt their contributions were not given 

much weight. Interviewees advised others in their position that 

while they might offer to provide input, they should not expect the 

opportunity to provide it. 



  asaefoundation.org       |   15    |     2022     |     The Role of the Interim CEO

The “Role of the Interim CEO” research is aimed at providing 

association boards, Interim CEOs, subsequent CEOs, 

and association staff with practical examples as well as 

recommendations to help an association plan for an executive 

transition. The research culminates with key insights and case 

studies featuring insights from association professionals, interim 

CEOs, and board leaders. These recommendations reflect the 

lessons learned, knowledge, and practices of actual associations 

experiencing an executive transition.

Practical Applications of the Research
Associations will experience a leadership change at some point, 

and there is no one-size-fits-all approach when it comes to the 

implementation of a successful executive transition. Nonetheless, 

this research revealed recommended practices that can aid four 

key stakeholders—the board, interim CEO, subsequent CEO, and 

association staff—develop processes for a smooth transition. For 

those seeking practical guidelines, consider these three guiding 

principles:

Plan for succession to reset and reduce uncertainty in an 

otherwise challenging situation; plans need not be too prescriptive; 

consider using an executive search firm.

Align on expectations of the role of the interim CEO; mutually 

determine goals, shared vision, and timeframe; communicate with 

staff clear messaging about the transition process. 

Culture is key to sustaining an effective transition; listen to 

staff to understand challenges; identify organizational changes 

that contribute to a positive working environment; ensure the 

subsequent CEO is set up for success.

Limitations of the Research
Although consideration was taken to develop the most appropriate 

study design given the objectives, and due care was taken during 

data collection, it is important to note limitations of the research as 

follows:

Sample size. The small sample size (n=15) in this study limits 

generalizability.

Sample source. As noted in the methodology, cases for study 

were identified via personal recommendation from members of 

the research taskforce, sponsors, and ASAE Research Foundation 

staff. Furthermore, ASAE is included as a research participant and 

represents one case study presented in this report. The research 

team sought a rough balance between trade and professional 

associations covering a variety of industries. 

Participant bias. The topic of the study—executive transitions—

was identified in the survey invitation to potential participants. 

Interest in this topic may have swayed those with more extreme 

opinions (either positive or negative) to participate in the study. 

Conversely, lack of interest in the topic may have deterred others 

from participating.

Future Research Based on Findings
While these insights are qualitative in nature, reflecting an 

analysis of select in-depth interviews, there is considerable 

value in understanding the current state of your unique 

association to establish a clear understanding of how your 

organization addresses executive transitions. Once established 

and communicated, all subsequent design and implementation 

activities can be instituted and measured accurately. This is an 

important first step when determining how to set up a successful 

executive transition. 

Conclusions and Recommendations 
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Appendix A
Methodology

Following a series of focus groups indicating a preference for 

a case study approach, ASAE Research Foundation engaged 

David Krantz of Association Research Consulting to research and 

write 15 case studies on the use of interim CEOs. ASAE Research 

Foundation President Sharon Moss, Ph.D., CAE, and the members 

of the research taskforce, and with support from project sponsors 

Vetted Solutions and The Ancora Group, provided guidance for the 

project.

The case studies are based on in-depth interviews with four key 

stakeholders each:

1. the person who served as interim executive

2. the subsequent CEO who was hired for the permanent 

role

3. a board president or other board member who 

participated in the leadership changes

4. a senior staff person who was present across the terms of 

the prior CEO, the interim, and the subsequent CEO

In cases where the interim CEO became the permanent CEO, only 

three interviews were conducted. 

Interviews typically lasted 75 minutes and followed a guide that 

was reviewed by ASAE Research Foundation staff and approved 

by members of the taskforce. A total of 62 interviews were 

conducted from January to November 2020: 53 by video call and 

9 by telephone. Interviews were recorded and transcribed for 

accuracy, but all case study reports remain fully anonymized for 

the protection of interview subjects and the organizations they 

represent. To help with anonymity, gender pronouns used in the 

reports may or may not reflect the subjects’ preferred gender 

identity. 

Cases for study were identified via personal recommendation 

from members of the taskforce, sponsors, and ASAE Research 

Foundation staff. The research team sought a rough balance 

between trade and professional associations covering a variety of 

industries. Case studies include eight professional associations, 

five trade associations, one federation, and one charitable 

organization. It is important to note the small sample size of 15 in 

this study, because the sample limits generalizability. Nonetheless, 

the research offers significant practical insights.

Note: ASAE is included as a research participant and represents one 

case study presented in this report. 

Appendices
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Table 1. 
Overview of Case Study Participants by Organization Type

Case Study Association Type Industry Type Scope
Budget 
(millions)

Approx. 
Members

Staff 
Size

1 An Interim-Hiring Dilemma Professional Technical National $4m 8K (I) 10

2 Assess Change-Readiness Professional Professional services National $2.25m 2K (I) 5

3 Exacting Lasting Change Professional Real estate Regional $2.5m 2.2K (I) 15

4 Getting on the Right Track Professional Healthcare State $2.5m 8K (I) 7

5 Ending a Tailspin Professional Professional services National $8m 20K (I) 25

6 Planning for Succession Professional Engineering-related National $21m 10K (I) 48

7 Advancing Strategy  
Amidst Tragedy Professional Nonprofit management National $28m 45K (I) 105

8 A Board Member as Interim Professional Science and technology National $8m 20K (I) 24

9 Culture: Embracing Change 
and Collaboration Trade Water National $12m 1.5K (Co) 60

10 From Interim to CEO: Proceed 
with Caution Trade Manufacturing National $39m 900 (Co) 54

11 Transitioning to the Top Trade Engineering-related National $5m 2K-3K (I) 20

12 Facilitating a Merger Trade Retail National $2m 200 (Co) 6

13 Leveraging Communication 
and Relationship Skills Trade Fitness National $3m 2.7K (Co) 17

14 Cultural Sensitivity Matters Federation Science National $20m 31 (Co) 85

15 Spreading Radical Sunshine Charitable Org Child welfare National $20m 600 (Ch) 80

INDEX 
I = INDIVIDUALS 
CO = COMPANIES 
CH = CHAPTERS 

Appendix B
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Appendix C

Table 2. 
Overview of Case Study Participants by Interim Type  

Case Study CEO Departure Type Interim Source Interim Role
Interim Duration 
(months) 

1 An Interim-Hiring Dilemma Dismissal External Reform 12mos

2 Assess Change-Readiness Dismissal External Reform 10mos

3 Exacting Lasting Change Dismissal External Reform 4mos

4 Getting on the Right Track Dismissal External Reform 12mos

5 Ending a Tailspin Dismissal External Reform 22mos

6 Planning for Succession Departure Internal Sustain 16mos

7 Advancing Strategy  
Amidst Tragedy Illness Internal Sustain 8mos

8 A Board Member as Interim Departure Internal Sustain 8mos

9 Culture: Embracing Change and 
Collaboration Dismissal External Reform 26mos

10 From Interim to CEO: Proceed with 
Caution Illness Internal Sustain 9mos

11 Transitioning to the Top Dismissal Internal Audition 6mos

12 Facilitating a Merger Departure External Transition 8mos

13 Leveraging Communication and 
Relationship Skills Dismissal External Transition 19mos

14 Cultural Sensitivity Matters Dismissal External Reform 12mos

15 Spreading Radical Sunshine Dismissal External Sustain 15mos
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Case Study 1: An Interim-Hiring Dilemma 

Organization Type Professional association

Organization Scope National

Industry Technical

Annual Budget $4 million

Membership Size 8,000 individuals

Staff Size 10

CEO Departure Type Dismissal

Interim Source External (via search firm

Interim Role Reform

Duration 12 months

Temporary or 

Permanent
Temporary only (not temp-to-perm)

Summary

Recognizing that ongoing management under-performance and 

board and staff disengagement were holding back a small-staff 

association in a growing technical field, an incoming board chair 

used a search firm to line up an interim executive before firing the 

CEO.  The high-caliber interim executive was able to quickly assess 

the situation and develop a plan for moving the organization 

forward. The organization could only afford to hire the interim on 

a part-time basis, but he made important strides during his tenure. 

He professionalized some key office operations, re-engaged the 

board, and began two expansion initiatives. However, because 

the interim executive was not in the office full time, he was not 

able to provide the personal support that the staff needed. As a 

result, this case reveals a dilemma for small associations: to hire an 

extremely capable interim CEO part time or perhaps to look to a 

less-accomplished person who can be a constant presence.

What Happened

In place for 10 years, the incumbent CEO was failing to meet the 

board’s expectations. Despite representing a dynamic, growing 

technology field with wealthy stakeholders and well-paid workers, 

the association had remained small and stagnant. Moreover, basic 

operations reflected “a mom-and-pop shop,” according to the board 

president. Unfortunately, while the board had been dissatisfied 

with the CEO’s performance for years, the group met infrequently 

and were disengaged to the degree that attempts of several 

successive board presidents to remove the CEO had failed.  

The incoming president had enough and moved to dismiss the 

CEO. The board hired a search firm and had a well-qualified interim 

executive ready to start “on day two.” 

The Interim’s Priorities and Challenges. The interim CEO was 

immediately confronted with a rattled staff, many of whom were 

fearful of losing their jobs and some of whom were skeptical of 

the interim’s efforts. Aware of this, the interim executive took 

an approach he described as “tough but fair” and “with a lot 

of empathy.” According to the interim CEO, “In the absence of 

information, people fear the worst. So [one of my top four priorities] 

was to invest. You have to invest the time in getting to know the 

staff personally. You need to develop a working rapport. And 

I tell you, if you’re an open communicator and you’re a good 

listener, they will respect you. In exchange, you need to be open 

and honest with them about what you’re doing and what you’re 

communicating with the board so that they understand where 

they stand.”

Newer workers saw his efforts as a chance to learn and develop, 

but according to a senior staff member, “he didn’t have everyone 

with him” and neither the board nor the interim executive were 

fully successful on the communication front.  

Time and Money. A challenge in this case appears to have been 

the interim leader’s half-time status. When seeking an interim 

executive, the board chose a high-caliber, proven leader with 

experience at large and prestigious organizations. However, 

the organization could only afford to hire such a person half-

time—a tradeoff that left the small staff wanting more contact 

from leadership, according to both a staff person and the board 

president.  

Nonetheless, when asked directly about the trade-offs between 

selecting an accomplished leader on a part-time basis or choosing 

a less-experienced person to come on full-time, both the board 

president and the senior staff person agreed they had made a good 

choice. “I think definitely we made the right decision” concluded 

the board president. Meanwhile the senior staff person took 

the long view: “I think we got the right person in the door for the 

interim portion of it. I think it’s okay knowing at the end of this 

process we will have somebody full time.”

Case Studies
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Reengaging the Board and Moving Forward. The interim had three 

other priorities. First was reengaging the board, which the interim 

addressed by first calling each board member. Next, the interim 

and the board president increased the number of board meetings 

from two to four per year. To involve all 15 board members, 

they disbanded the executive committee. Indicating successful 

movement in the right direction, the board president described 

the board as “hitting 50 percent and improving” after the first year. 

This remains a priority because, in the interim’s words, “If you don’t 

have good governance, the person coming in will be rudderless.” 

The final two priorities identified by the interim CEO and approved 

by the board were focused on growth: seeking to appeal to new 

audiences and establishing regional groups or chapters. These 

initiatives amount to implementing what the board had long been 

asking the prior CEO to accomplish.

Key Takeaways

•	 Bringing on an interim CEO part time has positives 

but is a trade-off for face time that may also be 

needed. Nonetheless, the consensus in this case is 

that they made the right decision overall.  

•	 When major reforms are the urgent priority, it 

could be worth spending a premium on a proven 

high performer. Any organization that decides 

to hire a part-time leader, however, should take 

steps to ensure that staff experience enough direct 

interaction with competent leadership. 

•	 Boards that agree an incumbent CEO should be 

replaced should act quickly.

•	 Hiring a search firm to find a proven interim CEO and 

having that person ready to go “on day two” were 

good decisions by the volunteer board.

•	 In situations where major changes are needed, it is 

important for an interim leader to be able to present 

brutal facts to employees and board members, 

but the ability to do so with empathy and without 

steamrolling people is a key leadership trait.

•	 Speed helps. An interim’s ability to quickly assess an 

organization and what it needs is an important skill.
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Case Study 2: Assess Change-Readiness

Organization Type Professional association

Organization Scope National

Industry Professional services

Annual Budget $2.25 million

Membership Size 2,000 individuals

Staff Size 5

CEO Departure Type Dismissal

Interim Source External (via search firm)

Interim Role Reform 

Duration 10 months

Temporary or 
Permanent

Temporary only (not temp-to-perm)

Summary

Seeking greater executive accountability and more professionally 

run operations, the board of a small professional association that 

had a “club-like culture” since its earliest days dismissed its CEO 

and worked with a recruiting firm to hire both an interim leader in 

the short term and a permanent CEO six months later. The interim 

CEO meshed well with the board and adapted to the organization’s 

deeply ingrained culture. He primarily focused on the big picture 

of setting the organization in the right direction, working carefully 

to “bring the board with him.” The subsequent CEO who was hired, 

on the other hand, launched into an overhaul. However, “we both 

lost trust with one another faster than you can say fast,” the CEO 

recalls, and it was not long until she was out, and the interim was 

back. The case offers lessons on the importance of culture and 

assessing readiness for change.

What Happened

This national association in the professional services sector had 

grown under the leadership of the original CEO over the course 

of about 20 years, retaining a small staff with member volunteers 

performing many of the operational duties. Subsequently, the 

CEO’s daughter took over as executive for the next 15 years, during 

which the board began to notice that a lack of professionalism was 

holding back the organization. The finances, bookkeeping, events, 

and information technology all suffered. Ultimately, newer board 

members pushed through a change. 

The Interim Takes the Wheel. Focused on ensuring that a 

vacuum not be left at the top, the board made a deal with a 

recruiting firm to find both an interim CEO quickly and a more 

permanent replacement with a longer search. The person the 

recruiters found for the interim job turned out to be an excellent fit. 

He had been a CEO at large medical associations for more than 15 

years and was ready for his next challenge. 

The interim CEO met with the staff of four the day after the CEO 

had been let go, telling them “That as far as I knew, there would be 

no new terminations and that we would work together with no 

one sabotaging the other. I think it worked.” His other priorities 

included professionalizing basic operations such as meeting 

planning and committee meeting management, as well as 

upgrading an antiquated IT system. The IT upgrade turned out 

to be a quarter-million-dollar project needing board approval. 

According to the interim CEO, “it was an awakening for the board 

on what a trained association professional could do for the 

organization.”

To bring the board along with him, the interim advises speaking 

truthfully, slowly gaining the board’s trust, and be fully engaged. 

“When I came on, they already had a major strategic planning 

session for the next month—a three-day top-to-bottom strategic 

planning session. I fully engaged in the discussion whereas the 

person before acted more like a secretary. My full engagement 

gained their trust and respect.” Said the board president, “He had 

the perfect personality for an interim director. He was a generalist 

and nimble in working with different partners.”

A Not-So-Permanent CEO. Working with the search firm, a board 

committee took only six months to hire a full-time CEO. The person 

they hired was rigorously vetted—on paper, and demonstrably at 

other organizations, she was a solid choice. But this case illustrates 

the importance of finding the right fit for an organization’s unique 

characteristics. 

The new CEO assumed control immediately, but while the 

board had conveyed a need for change, it became apparent that 

leadership and the new CEO were not in sync. “They hired me 

because I’m a change manager and strong believer in efficiency. 

But they weren’t ready. Until the interim, they didn’t have a 

professional association person. Idealistically they wanted a 

professional, but in their minds, they weren’t ready [for all that 

entails]. After four months, we both knew we weren’t right for each 

other.”
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Interim Again. The previous interim CEO was able to step in for 

a few months while the board and recruiting firm searched again 

for a better long-term fit—this time with the interim CEO acting as 

an advisor. Fortunately, too, the board’s second choice from the 

original search was still available and accepted the job.

In a change from before, there was a week or two of overlap 

between the interim CEO and the permanent replacement. “We 

worked together, and he helped me get oriented to the group,” said 

the new CEO. “Having been there twice, he had a good idea of what 

was going on, and he gave me insights into the personalities and 

staff, and he held my hand while we tiptoed through the minefields 

of any new job. I would recommend this. His insights into the 

personalities were invaluable.”

Today the association continues down a path of reform that began 

at a measured pace under the interim CEO, got a jump-start with an 

overly ambitious new CEO, and is being carried forward steadily by 

a CEO who seems to be bringing the board slowly with her. 

Cognizant of the upheaval caused by the previous leadership 

changes; the current CEO is thinking ahead. “I’ll probably be here 

another five years. I want to leave the organization in a better place, 

and that includes a transition plan. I have the current president’s 

blessing to start thinking that way, and I would definitely include 

an interim as part of that transition plan. Part of our responsibility 

is to ensure the long-term viability of the organization, and an 

interim is a good way of doing that.”

Factors for Success. Several circumstances contributed to the 

success of the interim CEO, but two of them stand out as critical. 

First, he adopted a flexible and non-confrontational posture with 

the board of directors. Even though board and office operations 

were far from meeting good-practice standards, he did not rush 

through too many changes too quickly and he avoided power 

struggles. Second, the organization was fortunate to have loyal 

and hard-working staff who, by staying despite uncertainty and a 

demanding workload, retained important institutional knowledge. 

Key Takeaways

•	 Interim executives must read and adapt to the 

culture of the organization, which may reflect the 

culture of the profession it represents.

•	 Too many changes too quickly, even for 

organizations that are out of line with accepted good 

practices, can be hard for stakeholders to swallow 

and can lead to power struggles.

•	 Incorporating overlap and transition between the 

interim and subsequent CEO can be useful and may 

be worth the extra patience required. It can also 

symbolize a willingness to listen.

•	 With small-staff associations, leadership should take 

exceptional care to ensure a fair distribution of the 

workload among remaining staff.

•	 Wanting change and implementing change are two 

different things. Boards and change-agent interim 

executives should be clear on the desired change 

and its implications.

•	 An interim CEO who is a true association professional 

can usher in a whole new era of organizational 

effectiveness.
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Case Study 3: Exacting Lasting Change

Organization Type Professional association

Organization Scope Regional

Industry Real estate

Annual Budget $2.5 million

Membership Size 2,200 individuals

Staff Size 15

CEO Departure Type Dismissal

Interim Source External (direct hire through referral)

Interim Role Reform

Duration 4 months

Temporary or 

Permanent
Temporary only (not temp-to-perm)

Summary

A small professional association had reliable membership and 

effective staff, but their CEO had run afoul of the board in part 

by hiring her spouse, and the organization was being harmed 

by a challenging board chair, a dramatic board, and a disruptive 

senior staff member. After the CEO and the spouse she had hired 

as a department leader were dismissed, an experienced and 

professional interim CEO was able to manage the drama and 

resolve personality disputes while keeping the organization 

functioning and setting up the next CEO for success. The case is 

an example of how an interim executive is uniquely positioned 

to employ effective practice leadership techniques, such as 

“managerial courage,” to hit the reset button for an association in 

crisis.

What Happened

The board’s dismissal of the CEO and her spouse left the 

association for a time with no executive at all and a missing 

department head. As a result of the tumult, a board president 

interviewed for this case study declared, “At this point, our 

association had no foundation; it had cracked and crumbled 

and gone away.” A senior staff person, however, disagreed and 

felt that was only the board’s perception: “They felt like we were 

floundering, but this was due to a lack of communication with us. 

Once the board felt there was no one with their hand on the tiller, 

they were worried all would be lost. But as long as the ship has 

been going in the same direction, it’s going to keep going in that 

direction for a while. . .. the people, the members . . . they are our 

boss.” 

A Real Professional. Amplifying the upheavals and disorder 

among leadership was a board president who was known to sow 

chaos by exaggerating and exacerbating divisions. Nonetheless, 

that same board president saw the need to fill the void at the 

executive position, and she approached the statewide association 

for advice. Not only was the idea of an interim CEO put forward, but 

the statewide association recommended a particular person. That 

person, it turns out, was the right one for the job.

She had a lengthy career with time at well-run, well-established 

private sector businesses, and she had experience in this industry, 

but she also had made a career as a successful association 

executive and done several stints as interim CEO. 

The board and staff recalled being pleased with the interim’s 

approach right away. “She immediately wanted the bylaws and 

budget ahead of time so she could review and be ready to go as 

soon as she walked in the door,” noted an executive committee 

member. “We were able to really work together on the budget, and 

it was an easy transition.”

Settling Matters with Managerial Courage. The interim CEO 

quickly identified the organization’s challenges, including the 

board president, who she saw as a source of many of the board’s 

problems. The interim studiously refused to get dragged into 

squabbles or get caught up in the rumor mill. The approach 

resulted in the interim CEO getting a two-week silent treatment 

from the board president, but by ignoring that and carrying 

on, the interim CEO kept the board’s focus on the health of the 

organization. 

Smoothing things over at the top, however, was not the interim 

executive’s only task. She took over a staff she described as “having 

been walking on eggshells, didn’t have much independence, and 

hadn’t been encouraged to grow.” 

As she got to know the staff, it was apparent that one of them 

was dragging the others down. The troublesome employee had 

apparently been an issue for a long time, but “I was the first person 

to confront her. I gave her first, second, and third warnings, and just 

as she was about to get fired, she went out on disability.”  

Guiding the interim CEO as she navigated the personalities 

and challenges of taking over an association in crisis was her 

subscription to the concept of “managerial courage,” which is 

defined by Chicago State University as “tactfully dispensing direct 

and actionable feedback, being open and direct with others 
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without being intimidating, and dealing head-on with people 

problems and prickly situations.” She used this approach with the 

staff bully. “It took about five of the one-on-ones with [the bully] to 

make the situation better. I’m firm but fair. Once they figure out that 

I’ve got their best interest at heart, they relax a little bit.”

One staff member summed up the interim’s tenure this way: 

“She smoothed the feathers of the board. She talked to everyone, 

calmed everybody down, she seemed to do due diligence. I don’t 

remember sweeping changes.” An executive committee member 

gushed, “[The interim] has a positive influence around her whole 

being. She loves to uplift people and not take people down and she 

does that very easily and she can stop negativity before it gets out 

of control.”  

An Opportunity to Succeed. The subsequent CEO was also 

impressed with the interim’s work. “She let me know about the 

personalities and knowing what was really there. She showed me 

where the landmines were and the essentials, too”—such as where 

the minutes are, and which bylaws are the correct reference. “She 

gave me an opportunity to succeed.”   

According to those interviewed, choosing to employ an interim 

CEO, and this one in particular, helped the association overall, the 

staff, the incoming CEO, and a board president, too, who recalled: 

“She set us on the right path. [The interim] even affected my path 

in terms of moving up and advancing my career and going higher. 

She helped me feel confidence that I wouldn’t have had before.”  

She continued, “At the beginning, I wasn’t on board with hiring an 

interim CEO because of the cost of it and the turmoil of having yet 

another leader in place for a short time. Now, I wouldn’t do it any 

other way.”

Key Takeaways

•	 Competent, professional, experienced interim 

executives can hit the reset button for associations in 

crisis.

•	 Managerial courage—tactfully dispensing direct and 

actionable feedback, being open and direct with 

others without being intimidating, and dealing head-

on with people problems and prickly situations—

can be a powerful way to deal with problematic 

personalities at the board and staff levels. Interim 

executives who are not pursuing the full-time job 

have a prime opportunity to employ managerial 

courage to benefit the organization.

•	 An association with solid fundamentals 

(membership, revenue, core programming) and 

sufficiently competent staff may not be as susceptible 

to clashes at the board and CEO level as one might 

expect. The senior staff person interviewed in 

this case made a point that day-to-day operations 

continued without much disruption despite chaos at 

the top.

•	 Interim executives can do well when they focus on 

setting up those around them for success. In this case, 

the interim spent time and energy preparing for the 

arrival of the permanent CEO, and that person credits 

the interim for it and some of the subsequent success 

that the organization has had. 



  asaefoundation.org       |   25    |     2022     |     The Role of the Interim CEO

Case Study 4: Getting on the Right Track

Organization Type Professional association

Organization Scope State

Industry Healthcare

Annual Budget $2.5 million

Membership Size 8,000 members

Staff Size 7

CEO Departure Type Dismissal (prior to planned retirement)

Interim Source External (via search firm)

Interim Role Reform

Duration 12 months

Temporary or 

Permanent
Temporary only (not temp-to-perm)

Summary

When the retiring CEO of a small state-level professional 

association was dismissed prior to the retirement date, the board 

hired an interim CEO. The association’s governance model was 

more passive than strategic, the organization was slow to adapt to 

changes in its profession, and staff were suffering from inadequate 

guidance and outdated technology that didn’t support their 

work. The interim CEO instilled a more involved and strategic 

approach to governance, laid the groundwork for much-needed 

infrastructure updates, and evaluated and made changes to staff 

roles and responsibilities. While there was still significant work to 

be done when the subsequent CEO came on board, the interim 

had made noteworthy progress toward bridging the gap between 

where the association had been and where it needed to go. The 

change in association operations started by the interim CEO and 

continued by the subsequent CEO moved the association toward 

more effective governance and better outreach and engagement 

with younger members—and ultimately enabled the organization 

to maintain operations through COVID-19. 

What Happened

Initially, the association had a long-term transition plan for the 

CEO’s retirement, but for a variety of reasons, the board dismissed 

the CEO before the projected retirement date. This unexpected 

turn of events meant that the board needed an immediate 

replacement for the CEO. Expediency was a motivating factor for 

the board to use an interim. They found the interim CEO through 

an executive search firm and selected a person who had worked 

in the field and who had association management and industry 

experience. 

Between the efforts of the interim CEO and the subsequent CEO, 

and members of the board who recognized the need to change, 

the association underwent a significant transition. The interim 

challenged the board to undertake a more involved and strategic 

approach to governance. He also made the case for much-

needed infrastructure updates, and he reevaluated staff roles 

and responsibilities and encouraged professional development. 

When the subsequent CEO came on, she still had a great deal of 

work ahead of her, but initiatives were on the right path due to 

the interim’s effective tenure across about one year. The efforts of 

the interim and the subsequent CEO were credited with engaging 

new, younger members in the association, and the changes made 

allowed the association to maintain operations through the 

pandemic. 

Shifting Culture Through Engagement and Communication. 

The interim had enough support on the board and with staff to 

make progress with lasting impact. During the assignment, the 

interim focused on:

•	 Moving the volunteer leadership to a more participatory 

and strategic focus

•	 Reducing a sprawling committee structure

•	 Building communication and increasing engagement 

among the staff

About eight months into his tenure, the interim CEO decided to 

apply for the permanent CEO job even though he had not intended 

that at the beginning. While he was one of the final candidates, the 

board ended up choosing the subsequent CEO for her experience 

in the profession and because she had a clear plan to shore up an 

essential certification element of the organization. Nonetheless, 

there was no conflict surrounding the choice, and the handoff 

from the interim to the subsequent CEO went well. In retrospect, 

the interim said that he would not repeat the choice to pursue the 

CEO role, because part of the beauty of the role of the interim is not 

having to worry about playing politics or angling for position. 
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Smooth Handoff, Heavy Workload. The subsequent CEO 

was a good fit for the organization. She had both association 

management experience and a passion for and knowledge of the 

healthcare sector that the association served, which gave her an 

advantage coming into the role. 

The subsequent CEO said of the transition, “I would consider it a 

warm handoff. He left me very well prepared.” 

The main priorities the subsequent CEO took on when she started 

were staff and infrastructure issues. She said that staff morale was 

still relatively low. Staff felt as though they had not been included 

in what happened. She continued the culture shift begun by the 

interim CEO by cultivating communication and transparency. 

The technology issues were an immediate priority. “It was 2016 

and you were working in an environment that was built in 1980,” 

said the subsequent CEO. Fortunately, the interim had warmed 

the board up and made them aware of these issues, and they 

were ready to spend some of the ample money the association 

had sitting in reserves. The subsequent CEO approached the 

technology changes collaboratively with the staff. An AMS system, 

laptops, and other basic association IT necessities transformed the 

way things worked at the office. It also meant that when COVID-19 

hit, the association was able to maintain continuity of operations. 

In this case, using an interim was beneficial for the association and 

helped the subsequent CEO succeed. The interim CEO was able to 

both serve as a catalyst and absorb some of the negativity resulting 

from significant changes. 

Key Takeaways

•	 Communication is critical for relationships with 

and between executives, boards, and staff. When an 

interim comes on board, transparent communication 

can help alleviate uncertainty among the staff and 

establish a culture of trust. 

•	 Effective leadership from both the interim and 

long-term CEO should create intentional learning 

opportunities. Both board development and staff 

professional development are roles that a CEO 

should be eager to take on. 

•	 One of the advantages of an interim role is not 

having to play the angles or be involved in political 

maneuvering. While it is not unilaterally wrong for 

an interim to be in the running for the permanent 

position, it can complicate matters. 

•	 An interim can be extremely useful as a buffer 

when replacing a long-term CEO and/or coming into 

a situation where significant changes have to be 

made. The interim can absorb some of the pushback 

and resistance that comes from initial changes in 

operations, culture, and staffing. 

•	 Ideally, an interim CEO term should be long 

enough that the individual has time to observe 

and understand the operations of the association 

and start implementing changes. This can allow a 

subsequent CEO to come into an atmosphere where 

operationally the association is on the right path, 

allowing space to focus on strategic direction. 
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Case Study 5: Ending a Tailspin

Organization Type Professional association

Organization Scope National

Industry Professional services

Annual Budget $8 million

Membership Size 20,000 individuals

Staff Size 25

CEO Departure Type Dismissal

Interim Source External (via search firm)

Interim Role Reform

Duration 22 months

Temporary or 

Permanent
Temporary only (not temp-to-perm)

Summary

The simultaneous retirement of this mid-sized association’s 

longtime CEO and CFO and chief operating officer set off a tailspin. 

Coupled with several more departures of senior staff and minimal 

handoff to the new CEO, a great deal of institutional knowledge 

was lost. The new CEO hired as successor was good with sales and 

community relations but less so with finances or operations. The 

board of directors meanwhile had a hands-off approach, even as 

the new CEO overspent on initiatives disconnected from achieving 

the organization’s mission, blasting through half of the association’s 

reserves in just a couple of years. A new board chair, after 

insisting on a careful look at the books before being seated, hired 

a consulting firm to look more closely, and the findings revealed a 

crisis of finances, operations, and governance. The consultant was 

hired as an interim CEO, and he brought a CFO with him. Together 

they set about major reforms to get the association back on track. 

Although it took longer than hoped at 22 months, the association 

was able to address the concurrent crises and hire a new CEO who 

has been successful, moving the organization forward in a positive 

direction. The case is a clear example of how a competent interim 

with license to reform can end a tailspin and set things right. 

What Happened

The cumulative effect of the retirements and decisions by several 

key staff to leave represented a tremendous loss of institutional 

knowledge. Compounding this loss was little overlap between the 

outgoing executives and the incoming CEO. 

According to the board chair, the new CEO was “a great external 

face, but she lacked operational and financial skill as well as 

governance knowledge. Over the 2.5 years the new CEO was at 

the helm, the association operated at a significant deficit, running 

through millions in reserves. Before long, there wasn’t enough 

money to go around, and the association took out a $1 million line 

of credit that it soon maxed out. Vendors were not being paid on 

time, and staff, feeling awkward, were asked to stall as bills went 90 

days late or more.

Under New Management. Following a board-approved audit 

of the association’s operations and finances, the board hired 

the consultant and his CFO-partner for an interim period. The 

consultant-turned-interim-CEO discovered that the previous CEO 

was spending on new initiatives that seemed good but weren’t 

helping achieve the association’s mission. 

•	 Faced with a budget shortfall, bloated expenses, and a 

failure of governance, the interim CEO began by changing 

what he could with a focus on cutting expenses. Within 

the first 30 days, he:

•	 Cut 15 percent of the staff 

•	 Moved the office to a temporary workspace with room 

for only half the staff, sub-leasing their existing office, for 

important savings

•	 Moved the rest of the staff to remote, which allowed the 

interim CEO to find talent outside of the expensive metro 

area where the association was headquartered

Instituted drastic changes to the annual meeting, which had been a 

financial loser but should have been just the opposite 

An important move the interim CEO made was to bring the board 

and staff along with him while making these drastic changes. 

Still, cuts needed to be made. There was just no way to keep all the 

programs that had been launched in the previous three years, and 

each constituent group was unhappy about losing their funding, 

especially if they heard that other programs would remain. “So, we 

involved the whole staff in an impact-investing exercise. We took 

every program and defined it by its intended goal. We forced every 

program to say, ‘what did you hope to achieve and how is it aligned 

with the mission?’ Then we looked at the activities and elements 

and required people to quantify the logic model. For example, if 

the goal is to improve the skill of our members . . . we asked, ‘what is 
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your theory of change on how this program is going to accomplish 

this?’  Immediately, we eliminated one third of the programs. No 

one could explain how what they were doing was going to achieve 

that goal. There was a disconnect between doing something and 

how doing this thing is going to make that [intended] change.”

Governance Reform. The interim CEO in this case faced a major 

challenge in that the root of the problem was directly connected to 

poor governance, yet a majority of the board members responsible 

for the association’s tailspin were still on the board. “That, to me, is 

a lesson worth sharing,” said the interim. “For anyone coming into 

an interim role, be cautious of an organization with a governance 

failure and you’re the one called in to fix governance.”

Fortunately, the association had a chair who was supportive 

of reform. “I said at the time that we were going to move from a 

cocktail culture to a professional culture when it comes to running 

the association,” said the chair. “And an important part of that was 

transforming the board.”

With guidance from the interim CEO, reference to good practices 

identified by ASAE, and with newly procured legal counsel 

specializing in nonprofits, the board revised the bylaws and 

changed the way it operates. The power of the CEO was reduced 

as well. “It wasn’t easy, but we did it,” declared the chair. “The new 

board is a whole new complex and diverse board with finance and 

nonprofit experience. It’s better rounded,” he said. “We reinvented 

everything from ground up—from nominations to vetting.”  

Attracting Top Talent. The case studies in this series suggest that 

distinct types of CEOs excel at different aspects of leadership. In 

other words, some are good at reform and change management, 

while others are better at managing associations with solid 

fundamentals. Both the board chair and the interim CEO felt the 

22-month tenure of the interim was too long, but the time was 

spent first putting out fires and then making important reforms 

prior to the arrival of a long-term CEO. For the board chair, it was 

important to get these things taken care of before announcing 

the vacancy. “I wanted any candidate to understand that we were 

taking the necessary steps to have a runway to land on. I wanted 

them to feel they could succeed in the job. That we could get a 

qualified candidate who wanted the job and was inspired to take 

it.”  

Key Takeaways

•	 Competent executives with deep operational ability 

and change-management skills can step in on an 

interim basis and restore order to an association 

in crisis. Doing this before launching an executive 

search for a permanent CEO may make the 

association more attractive to top talent.

•	 Boards and outgoing association executives should 

take steps to make sure the departures of senior 

leaders do not lead to a loss of too much institutional 

knowledge in a brief period. 

•	 Associations should take a moment to review the 

way their board members are selected, vetted, and 

trained. In today’s fraught operating environment, 

the oversight role that boards play is more important 

than ever. 

•	 To effect drastic change, interim CEOs must be sure to 

bring the stakeholders with them. When the interim 

in this case made a clear presentation to the board 

on the dire financial situation, he got their buy-in for 

making substantial changes. 

•	 Take care with duration and intensity. In this case, 

the interim CEO was highly effective, but by serving 

in the role only part time, the assignment may have 

lasted longer than would have been necessary in a 

full-time situation.
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Case Study 6: Planning for Succession 

Organization Type Professional association

Organization Scope National

Industry Engineering-related

Annual Budget $21 million

Membership Size 10,000 individuals

Staff Size 48

CEO Departure Type Voluntary departure (amicable)

Interim Source Internal (promotion)

Interim Role Sustain

Duration 16 months

Temporary or 

Permanent
Temporary only (not temp-to-perm)

Summary

A mid-sized association for professionals in an engineering-related 

field navigated a successful leadership transition using an interim 

executive. The association was on solid ground after 15 years of 

effective leadership by the CEO. Soon after the CEO announced his 

departure, the board promoted the recently hired chief operating 

officer to interim CEO. During the next 16 months, the interim CEO, 

who was clear about not planning to pursue the permanent role, 

kept the organization on track, calming staff concerns, advancing 

several previously identified strategic priorities, documenting 

operating procedures, and laying the groundwork so that the next 

CEO would be able to get up to speed quickly. The association 

has continued to thrive several years out, and everyone involved 

agreed that the transition and employment of an interim was 

successful.

What Happened

While the CEO’s departure came as a surprise to the board 

president, having an existing succession plan, which included 

consideration of an interim leader, eased the transition, as did the 

COO’s background.

As an information-gathering exercise, the board president quickly 

met individually with each of the department heads. He also held 

an open office session for other staff to express any concerns or 

opinions, a process he described as “the best thing I think I could 

have done.”  

Ultimately, the board named the COO as an interim CEO for several 

reasons. First, she had 10 years of executive experience. Second, 

the fact that she was clear that she did not want to be considered 

for the long-term CEO position, combined with her experience 

as an executive recruiter for associations, meant she could be an 

asset to the search for a permanent CEO. Last, her short tenure 

with the organization prior to her appointment meant that she 

brought a fresh perspective without entrenched loyalties or bias. 

The interim was given a contract with an incentive to overlap with 

the new CEO and severance in the event the new CEO opted not to 

have the interim stay—a practice which she recommends to others. 

Communication and Transparency. Meanwhile, among the 

rank-and-file employees, changes at the top sparked unease. The 

change from a long-time, successful CEO to a new leader came on 

the heels of several long-planned retirements in the leadership 

team that had just occurred, exacerbating staff concerns. 

The leader of human resources at the time said, “The whole 

environment is challenging when you have somebody leave. You 

don’t know who’s coming, so you try to just do everything you 

can to try to retain your job.” She indicated that the organization 

was especially vulnerable then. With stability and staff retention 

as the main priorities, she partnered with the new interim CEO 

to foster as much transparency as possible, facilitating two-way 

communication between staff and leadership.

Staying on Track. The interim CEO described her own role as 

keeping a successful operation moving forward. In addition to 

working with human resources to reassure the staff, she partnered 

with board leadership and the head of communications to convey 

a similar message of stability to external stakeholders. “The 

continuity of those external relationships is really important,” 

she said, “[so I made] phone calls to say, ‘Hey, everything’s under 

control; I just wanted to check in and let you know that a search 

is under way.’  That’s where being purposeful about the personal 

touch really matters.” 

In addition to reassuring staff and members through internal and 

external communication, the interim CEO focused on making 

sure the annual meeting went off without a hitch and laying 

groundwork where possible so that the incoming CEO would 

be able to get up to speed quickly. For example, she had staff 

document standard operating procedures where possible. The 

most important skills the interim used by her estimation were her 

emotional intelligence and purposeful listening.
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Finding a New CEO. Leading the search for a new CEO, the 

incoming board president hired a search firm and tapped into the 

interim CEO’s expertise as a former executive recruiter. Several 

years into his tenure, the new CEO has maintained, and in some 

areas improved, the health of the organization. He underscored the 

successful transition. “I really do believe strongly that an interim 

CEO is warranted in almost every case if you’re going to have more 

than a two- or three-month gap between full time CEOs.”

Key Takeaways

•	 Using an interim CEO in a caretaker role for 12-18 

months while the CEO search was being conducted 

was highly effective.

•	 An existing succession plan meant that the board 

president had a blueprint, which included using an 

interim CEO as a viable option. 

o The interim’s clearly temporary status led to 

benefits, including:

o Alleviating staff anxiety about job security 

during the interim’s tenure

o Helping retain employees and institutional 

knowledge during a fragile period

•	 Open, honest communication between staff and 

the interim CEO, thereby helping equip the interim 

to convey a more realistic picture to the incoming 

permanent CEO

•	 Hiring an internal candidate already familiar with the 

organization meant for a shortened learning curve 

and contributed to stability and continuity—key 

goals of the board and senior staff. This decision 

facilitated a more efficient search for an external 

interim and allowed the outgoing CEO to use the 

overlap time more effectively, since no time was lost 

to familiarizing the interim with the organization.

•	 It may be useful to write a contract for the interim 

CEO that includes an incentive to stay for three 

months beyond the hire of the new CEO and 

severance pay if the new CEO wants the interim to 

leave sooner.

•	 The interim CEO formed effective partnerships with 

key players who had clearly defined roles, and this 

contributed to the overall success of the transition. 

She fostered transparency by working with the head 

of human resources to minimize anxiety among 

staff and avoid an exodus—and with the head of 

communications, who helped message stability to 

internal and key external stakeholders. The board 

president led the transition from long-time to interim 

CEO and worked closely with the interim throughout 

the individual’s tenure. 
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Case Study 7: Advancing Strategy  
Amidst Tragedy

Organization Type Professional association

Organization Scope National

Industry Nonprofit management

Annual Budget $28 million

Membership Size 45,000 individuals

Staff Size 105

CEO Departure Type Illness

Interim Source Internal (promotion)

Interim Role Sustain 

Duration 8 months

Temporary or 

Permanent
Temp-to-perm (18-month contract)

Summary

Years earlier, the organization’s CEO created a succession plan 

naming an internal candidate as interim executive, should 

he become unable to serve as CEO. When he was diagnosed 

with cancer and had to step back, he implemented that plan, 

and the internal candidate quickly stepped into the role of the 

organization’s most senior leader on an interim basis. The current 

CEO was still involved in the organization, however, so the interim 

took care to balance her executive authority with due respect 

for the current CEO and with the understanding that he would 

overcome his health issues and resume his role as CEO. The 

interim was also balancing demands of her previous roles, which 

she chose not to fill because the current CEO “was coming back.”

The interim’s commitment to communication with a personalized 

touch helped steer the staff, members, and partners through a 

difficult and emotional time. Her successful leadership as interim 

gave the board of directors confidence to name her to an 18-month 

contract with full president and CEO authority when the current 

CEO passed away. Significantly, the interim, leadership, and staff 

moved a major strategic planning initiative forward during the 

interim period and her 18 months in the CEO role.

Research Findings and Insights

When the CEO implemented the succession plan, the interim’s 

adjustment to the new circumstances was swift and decisive. 

According to the organization’s board chair, the speed with which 

she assumed a leadership role impressed those around her. One 

staff member noted, “She absolutely took control quickly, and she 

had to do that because we had some immediate issues within the 

organization; she had to step up right away. Handling tough issues 

is an opportunity to show what you’re made of. We had an annual 

meeting coming up in six weeks, so a lot of decisions had to be 

made.” 

The interim added, “This was not a matter of maintaining the status 

quo. Some important things needed to be addressed and changed. 

What I think the executive team and staff found is that I was very 

decisive and not deferential. . . . And to be honest with you, if I didn’t 

have the trust that [the current CEO] had in me, I wouldn’t have 

been as prepared to take the wheel.”

Open, Thoughtful Communication. More than the speed with 

which she took control, the interim earned praise from the staff 

member and board chair interviewed for the way in which she 

did it. “She was very communicative with the staff, especially in 

person” recounted the staff member. 

Because the interim’s tenure resulted from the sudden illness 

and eventual passing of a well-known and well-respected CEO, 

her thoughtful communication style was just as important for 

members, industry partners, and other stakeholders as it was for 

staff. According to her:

“The [organization’s] officers had already been informed of [the 

current CEO’s] illness. I followed this with in-person meetings 

with the executive team, and then with the staff in that order. I 

then communicated with the full board. Our VP of corporate 

communications wrote a letter directly from [the current CEO] 

to all members that explained that he was ill, that he needed 

to step aside, and that I had his full trust and confidence and 

that of the board to lead [the organization]. He was clear about 

returning as CEO once he beat the disease. By the time the 

letter went out, the closest [organizational] family ties had 

been informed. I had put together a list of people who I knew 

[he] would want me to touch-base with personally. This went 

a long way to help people deal with the news. I’ll tell you, 

focusing on getting the communication right was the smartest 

thing we ever did. When the news is this bad and tragic, like 

this situation with [him], expect an outpouring of emotion 

from the community. You need to handle it right away and 

thoughtfully.” . . . When [he] eventually passed, “we followed 

the same communication pattern again.”
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According to the staff member, “the other thing [she] did, which I 

think is important, is she trusted us to do our jobs well and to keep 

her informed consistently. She had such a deep knowledge of the 

organization already. So, it was probably very easy for her to do 

that. I think for an outside interim coming in, that would have been 

harder. But for her, I think she knew the skills of the people that she 

had and how she could draw upon them.”

Walking a Tightrope. Everyone interviewed for this case study 

agreed that the interim was put into an awkward situation while 

the current CEO was ill but still involved and fully expecting to 

come back. The dynamic marks this case as unique from all but 

one of the other cases in this series. With some exceptions, the 

interim CEO is given full decision-making authority and license to 

make changes they see fit, so long as they bring the board along 

with them. In this case, said the board chair, “the decision made 

a lot of sense to everyone in that it was an internal candidate and 

someone who had worked side by side with [the current CEO] for 

many, many years. And I think we all already had a built-in respect 

for [the interim]. We knew she knew the organization; we knew she 

knew [the current CEO] and what [he] would want . . .. Yet always—

‘[He] was coming back.’ And so, I think the bigger challenge is that 

there were things that needed to be dealt with that [the interim] 

was reluctant to do for a while because ‘[the current CEO] was 

coming back.’ It’s a little bit of the reverse from what you normally 

have.”

As part of walking the tightrope with a still-active CEO, the interim 

explained that she would meet with [the current CEO] for input on 

important issues. Importantly, the interim was herself. “This is an 

important lesson. I never pretended to be [the current CEO] in any 

situation where a CEO was expected to represent [the organization] 

. . .. I was not [him]. I didn’t try to act like him.” The board chair took 

notice. “[She] never failed to share the stage with [him] in some way, 

but she also was very much in control and in charge . . .. She looked 

like she was in charge. She sounded like she was in charge. And yet 

she never let people forget that [the current CEO] was still there. So 

again, it’s a delicate balancing act, which she did really, really well.”

More Balancing. The organization’s leadership change illustrates 

one of the unique challenges that interim executives face when 

they come from inside the organization. In this case, the interim 

suddenly had a great deal of new responsibility as she took over, 

but the demands of her previous job didn’t go away.  

While considering the multiple roles that she was balancing, the 

board chair commented, “It was a testament to her fortitude and 

her ability to juggle a lot of balls in the air. I think it also speaks to 

how much confidence the staff had in her, because they picked up 

pieces all over the place as well. They did it because they had to, 

but they did it partly because they wanted to honor [the current 

CEO] and wanted [him] not to worry. And partly because of the 

great respect and confidence they had in [her]. And partly because . 

. . they care about the members.”

Showing (Strategic) Initiative. Strategic planning was on the 

docket for the organization, and the board challenged the interim 

and the staff to make it happen—even before the current CEO was 

expected to return. According to the staff member interviewed, 

“[The interim] had been an advocate for going into our strategic 

planning process, knowing this is what we needed to do as an 

organization. She could very well have said, ‘look, I’m the interim 

and to go through a strategic plan would be wrong because the 

next person coming in hasn’t had any part of it and may not agree 

with it.’ But she was more than willing to say, ‘this is important to 

the organization. We’ve got to do it.’ I think it . . . gave the board 

confidence that she was willing to lead.”

From Interim to CEO. The current CEO’s passing after an eight-

month battle with cancer left the board with a decision to make 

about how to move forward at an emotionally devastating time. 

Understanding the coveted nature of the job and wary of any 

perception of conflict of interest, the board chair called a board 

meeting, asking every member to come with options. Ultimately, 

the board agreed that “the right decision was to hire [the interim] 

on an 18-month contract and begin a national search in the fall.” 

It would be the interim’s decision whether to be a candidate in 

the search. She led well throughout the 18-month contract period 

but did not put herself forward as a candidate during the national 

search.
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Advice From the President and CEO. A primary goal of the case 

study series was to uncover good practices that interim CEOs have 

discovered. The interim in this case offered this:

“The first thing I would advise someone to do is to give yourself 

an honest assessment of your strengths and what you know 

the most about, then what you know the least about. You have 

to do that for two reasons: One is, you have to leverage your 

strengths. And two, you have to start to work almost right away 

on what you’re missing. Because if you’re going to be the CEO, 

you have to be in charge of the whole enterprise, and you 

can’t make exceptions to that. So that would be the first piece 

of advice, followed closely by ‘just listen.’ Don’t make a lot of 

assumptions. You have to go on a listening and learning tour, 

and it doesn’t have to be a long one. 

“Raise your level of engagement to the strategic. There’s a fine 

line going from a world like that of an EVP to becoming a CEO. 

If you stay focused on the details and the minutia, it can be 

perceived as overarching or micromanaging.

“You need to get a grip on making strategic decisions. You need 

to be carving a path for other people to do well, creating an 

environment where people can be productive. And be decisive 

but make informed decisions. If you’re an internal person, staff 

and volunteers will view you in the way they’ve always viewed 

you. You have to separate yourself from that persona pretty 

fast. That doesn’t mean that all of a sudden you turn into a 

different person or an authoritarian or something else, but it 

means that you take the best qualities of who you were and 

then fold those into how you are as a CEO. Be authentic. 

“You need to be thinking in your new role, how can I empower 

the people who report to me, because I’ve got so many of 

them now, to feel confident in navigating what they need to 

navigate? 

“The trust that I have in individuals was an advantage that an 

interim person who comes from inside the organization has 

in his or her corner. If you’ve done your job well prior to this, 

people do trust you in return.”

Key Takeaways

•	 For executive transitions that are the result of 

tragedy, having an interim leader who excels at 

empathy and a personal touch, and who possesses 

a high degree of emotional intelligence, can make a 

significant difference in helping the organization and 

community to heal and move forward.

•	 CEOs would do well to make a written succession 

plan and have it approved by the board and reviewed 

annually.  

•	 Interims who are in place while the current CEO 

is still active must delicately balance their new 

authority with deference for their former boss.

•	 In a medium-to-large association where there is a 

talented senior staff person, an internal candidate 

has the advantage of insider knowledge and 

preexisting trust by the board and staff. 

•	 Internal candidates should be sure to fully assume 

the leadership role and take charge of the whole 

enterprise. This requires a mental shift toward the 

strategic and away from the tactical.

•	 It is important for an incoming interim CEO to trust 

the team to make good decisions.

•	 Showing the board that you are ready to lead and not 

shying away from tough decisions or challenges can 

help instill confidence.

•	 Developing a true partnership between the interim 

CEO and board chair with frequent and transparent 

communication can be especially helpful in 

navigating the abundant uncertainty that comes 

with executive transitions.
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Case Study 8: A Board Member as Interim

Organization Type Professional association

Organization Scope National

Industry Science and technology

Annual Budget $8 million

Membership Size 20,000 individuals

Staff Size 24

CEO Departure Type Voluntary departure

Interim Source Internal (board member)

Interim Role Sustain

Duration 8 months

Temporary or 

Permanent
Temporary only (not temp-to-perm)

Summary

When this small association decided to change its strategic 

direction, the incumbent CEO opted to depart. One of the 

association’s board members volunteered to serve as interim CEO, 

and the board opted to hire the individual on a consulting basis. 

The board also wanted her to remain a board member, and since 

she was not only familiar with the organization itself but also the 

direction the board wanted to go, everyone believed she would 

be able to hit the ground running as the interim CEO. However, the 

path turned out to be much rockier than they thought.

The board instructed the interim to act primarily as a placeholder 

and not to make any changes in the staff or association strategies 

while the board searched for a long-term CEO. While that sounded 

ideal from a planning perspective, new habits and assumptions 

formed in the vacuum. When the board hired a new CEO to take 

over eight months later, stakeholders learned that the approach 

caused real problems in the transition from interim CEO to the new 

CEO, and it took the new CEO longer than it should have to get the 

association going in the direction she and the board wanted to take 

it.

What Happened

The interim began her tenure by telling staff that she was there as 

someone to manage the association and provide stability while 

the board (and its hired search firm) looked for a permanent CEO. 

She calmed their fears when she told them she did not have the 

authority to fire anyone: The board wanted the new CEO to be able 

to put together her own team. In retrospect, the interim said, “it 

might have been easier for the new CEO if I could have fired staff. 

We basically identified the same people who needed to go, and the 

new CEO would have been able to start by assuring them she was 

starting with a clean slate.”

Although the board had not given the interim CEO authority 

to conduct most of the responsibilities the new CEO would 

inherit, she was able to make some changes in the financial area, 

where her expertise lay. For example, she found that staff had no 

policies about vacation days and were allowed to carry over as 

many days as they wanted each year. Unused vacation days had 

inevitably stacked up, leading to an immense potential loss on the 

association’s balance sheet. “She paid out everyone on the staff 

who had outstanding vacation days and then instituted a policy 

that staff could carry only 40 vacation hours over in the first year, 

40 in the second, and none after that,” said a senior staff member. 

“This was a change that needed to be made, and it saved the 

association a lot of money.”

Flooding the Communication Channels. Not surprisingly, when 

the new CEO was selected and came aboard, communication 

problems had increased as staff expectations changed. “In 

corporate America, the lines of communication between board 

and staff are very clear, and so is the role of the board,” the board 

chair said. “In nonprofits, it’s sometimes less structured, and using a 

board member as interim can confound the issue.”

The interim CEO had developed a bond with the staff during her 

eight-month stint, winning the trust and confidence of many. When 

the new CEO came on and the interim CEO moved back to just her 

board duties, many on the staff did not understand that the lines 

of communication had to change. Instead of going to the new CEO 

and asking her to relay their concerns to the board, some of the 

staff kept dealing directly with the now-former interim CEO. 

It was difficult for them to stop, and the dynamic highlights one 

of several downsides to hiring a board member as interim CEO. 

Additionally, despite board insistence that the new CEO was now 

in charge of the organization and its direction, some staff believed 

the board had given her a mandate to automatically conduct 

changes they had discussed with the interim CEO. In other words, 

they assumed that all the suggestions they had given to the interim 

over eight months would now become change orders for the 

new CEO to carry out. This assumption was wrong, and the staff 

disappointment was palpable. 
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Along with muddled staff-board communication, it became 

challenging for the interim CEO to refocus on her work as a board 

member. An apparent solution to this would be to rotate off the 

board for a term or two after ending work as interim CEO. Taking 

this step would most likely increase the clarity between the roles of 

interim and new CEO. On the other hand, if the interim stays on the 

board, the board needs to set clear boundaries around not only the 

transition time but the transfer of authority and responsibility from 

the interim to the new CEO. 

Despite these problems, when an interim CEO helps facilitate the 

transfer to a new CEO, everyone benefits. In this case, the interim 

shared her fullest and broadest insights on the association and 

staff with the new CEO, answering questions about and serving 

as a bridge to both. Sometimes it takes more time than expected 

to cross that bridge, and that happened here. Nevertheless, today 

the new CEO heads a team of experienced and enthusiastic staff 

members, and the association’s board of directors is thrilled with 

the new direction the association is taking. 

Key Takeaways

•	 Hiring a board member as the interim CEO offered 

benefits. She could hit the ground running—not only 

was she familiar with the organization itself but also 

the direction the board wanted it to take. It also saved 

on search fees.

o Hiring a board member as interim CEO can 

also pose challenges, and this case adds to the 

evidence suggesting it is not a good practice:

o The role transitions altered staff expectations 

about relationships, access, and communication 

channels to the board. 

o Board-staff communication was especially 

problematic after the new CEO was hired.

•	 Board members who step in as interim CEOs are 

unlikely to have all the skill sets and association-

leadership experience that the position requires.

•	 If an association retains a board member as interim 

CEO for more than a week or two, the transition to 

a new long-term CEO would be easier if that board 

member stepped off the board for a couple of years 

afterward.

•	 While the idea comes out of respect for the new 

CEO’s ability to implement the changes they choose, 

a strict ‘make no changes’ order for the interim 

CEO may unnecessarily tie the interim’s hands and 

make the job of the new CEO more difficult. Interim 

CEOs should have the authority to manage the most 

pressing problems.

•	 It is important for associations to maintain written 

standard operating procedures, because when a CEO 

leaves, that person may take along a great deal of 

historical memory and contact information.
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Case Study 9: Culture Shift: Embracing 
Change and Collaboration

Organization Type Trade association

Organization Scope National

Industry Water

Annual Budget $12 million

Membership Size 1,500 companies

Staff Size 60

CEO Departure Type Dismissal

Interim Source External (via search firm)

Interim Role Reform 

Duration 26 months

Temporary or 

Permanent
Temporary only (not temp-to-perm)

Summary

A mid-sized trade association had gone through five leaders in 

2½ years, and the effects were debilitating. After the most recent 

CEO firing, the board brought in a professional interim CEO to help 

straighten out the association while a search was launched for 

a seasoned executive. Once onboard, the interim executive not 

only identified areas to address but quickly spotted a department 

head who had raw leadership talent in abundance, but who lacked 

the hard skills and experience of association management. The 

interim CEO convinced the board to redirect the funds they were 

going to spend on a search to instead extend his contract and 

authorize a two-year training period. Through a rigorous process 

that included a CAE credential and mentorship by a cadre of 

female CEOs in male-dominated industries, the internal candidate 

successfully took the reins. In partnership with the interim CEO, 

the pair emphasized a shift in culture to one that embraces change 

and collaboration. Their success in stabilizing the organization and 

turning around the culture led to greater credibility in their field 

and saved it from a downward spiral.

What Happened

According to the interim CEO, “we had extremely poor morale 

when I came in. The staff were suffering from whiplash with two 

acrimonious departures in a row.” Not only were the leadership 

changes causing uncertainty and growing distrust among the 

staff, but as he recalled, some association fundamentals needed 

to be fixed. The cash reserves were “very low,” and they had 

strong competitors in certification. “Not much attention had been 

paid to best practices in terms of governance,” and they “had 

nothing in terms of HR systems—no employee manual, no unified 

compensation system, and there wasn’t any system for employee 

evaluation.” Furthermore, “it very quickly became apparent that 

there were a number of senior-level staff who were not serving the 

organization in a way I felt they should.”

The interim executive has been both a CEO and a consultant, and 

he credits that experience for being able to quickly “figure out 

what the pain points are.” He argues that interim leaders need to 

do all the things that every new CEO should be doing in terms of 

reaching out to staff and stakeholders to listen and understand, 

examine the governance structure, learn the culture, and digest 

the finances, but “it just has to be done in a compressed timeframe.” 

Coming into the assignment, the interim CEO was aware of the 

whiplash the staff had been experiencing, so “the first thing I tried 

to do was make sure they viewed me as a healer and someone who 

was interested in employee relations and getting to know them.” 

He reported that some of the icebreaker exercises he implemented 

helped him “be viewed more as a human and . . .  someone they 

can come in and talk to without being worried.”

To help him quickly get up to speed, the interim CEO deployed an 

employee opinion survey to all the staff that asked about inter-

departmental relations, organizational culture, and structure; it 

provided an opportunity for everyone to share their concerns 

with the new boss. To dig deeper, he followed up with voluntary 

staff focus groups that asked, ‘what’s behind these concerns’ 

and ‘how do you think we can fix these things?’ “We had five or 

six core problems that surfaced in the surveys, and then I set 

up a focus group on each issue . . . this gets to transparency and 

communication . . . we laid out the issues and got great ideas for 

what to do about it. I think it worked very well.”

Shortly after he came on board, the interim CEO established an 

executive team with directors and above who met every two 

weeks. It is something he says they had not had before, and it gave 

him an opportunity to keep track of what each department was 

up to, and to find out how he could support their work. He trusted 

the team and said “If you’re doing your job as an interim, you don’t 

have time to micromanage. You have to rely on your staff team.”

A Diamond in the Rough. During those staff meetings he noticed 

a standout employee with enough potential to eventually take 

over as full-time CEO. “Just in my interactions with this leadership 

team over the first month and during one-on-ones, it did not take 

very long, I just came to realize very quickly that this woman was 

extremely intelligent, from a business standpoint but also [in terms 

of] emotional intelligence. Her emotional IQ was very solid, and I 
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could tell that she was well respected among the staff. She hadn’t 

had that exposure with the board, so they didn’t know her, but it 

was just so clear to me within a month that she had tremendous 

leadership potential.” 

To translate that leadership potential into the CEO role, the interim 

had his work cut out for him—first to convince the board (who 

were preparing for a conventional search) to consider the internal 

promotion—and then to mentor and help her prepare. As it turned 

out, these tasks were very much connected. 

The training plan proposed by the interim executive and approved 

by the board included two years of targeted instruction, exposure, 

and practice. First, the candidate was required to use several 

assessment tools to find strengths and gaps. “Then we identified 

goals and what I could do to make changes,” she recalled. She 

entered a formal executive coaching relationship with the interim 

CEO, which lasted the first year. She was required to earn her CAE 

credential and was enrolled in off-site training with the Center for 

Creative Leadership. She also received mentoring from several 

board members, and the interim CEO connected her with a group 

of five other female CEOs from sectors that, like hers, are usually 

male dominated. During the second year, she swapped direct 

reports with the interim CEO so that she could work closely with 

the CFO, for example. Then she took over the various departments 

in a stepwise fashion. “For the last six months, I was empowered 

with all the decisions even though I didn’t have the title. [The 

interim CEO] was there for the tough decisions.” 

This turned out to be one of the great benefits of having both an 

interim CEO and a CEO-in-training working together. Working in 

concert, the interim executive and the CEO-in-training set out to 

resolve a series of problems in the short term while simultaneously 

ensuring their solutions were durable. “If the changes I make don’t 

outlast my tenure, I haven’t done my job” asserted the interim 

CEO. And “I was the stability program,” said the CEO-in-training. By 

mentoring and hiring an internal candidate, the organization made 

sure that the positive changes would last.

Shifting the Culture. Finding and training the next CEO was an 

immense success, but there were other issues to resolve, and 

making a deep and lasting impact would also require a shift in 

culture, not just personnel. Due to the whiplash and instability at 

the top, financial issues had emerged and there was a debilitating 

lack of trust among the staff. According to the CEO-in-training, the 

staff were heavily siloed and did not talk to each other. Worse, they 

would readily throw each other under the bus. Ideas or objections 

that people raised would get “thrashed violently and publicly,” 

so many were afraid to speak up, and this stifled innovation and 

much-needed change.

As a first step, the interim CEO made explicit the change in attitude 

he wanted to see. He rolled out a set of written operating guidelines 

that he had used elsewhere, got buy-in, and got everyone to sign a 

copy of them. The three-page guidelines state, in part: 

•	 We will collectively strive for an operating environment 

that is characterized by:

•	 An absolute commitment to positive and respectful member 

and customer service, demonstrated by all staff in every 

position.

•	 A conscious and continuous effort to emphasize employee 

satisfaction and engagement in all that we do, with the goal 

of improving organizational communication and culture.

•	 Creativity, flexibility, adaptability, and a willingness to 

embrace change. Staff at all levels are encouraged to 

challenge the status quo.

•	 A corresponding willingness to accept and learn from 

mistakes, as opposed to finger-pointing - particularly those 

mistakes made in an effort to try something new.

•	 Respect for the abilities and potential applied by each 

employee to improve the way we operate.

•	 Inviting opinions and contributions from all staff without 

consideration for job title or organizational level. This 

includes all positions from Administrative Assistant to the 

Executive Director.

•	 Sincere offers of assistance without strings attached.

•	 Teamwork as opposed to rigid departmental silos in 

accomplishing our work.

•	 Transparency and open communication; minimizing secrets 

and the use of knowledge as power.

•	 A willingness to bring “elephants” to the table, and a 

corresponding willingness to engage respectfully in difficult 

conversations.
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•	 Positive, collegial approach to how we view our colleagues 

and their intentions, with a corresponding willingness to 

extend trust and demonstrate worthiness of trust.

•	 Embracing change in order to support an environment that 

is open to new ideas, creativity, and change. 

When confronted with a proposed “change,” staff members should 

refrain from immediately expressing a negative response and 

maintain an openness to consider change.

As the operating guidelines indicate, the emphasis is on setting up 

an environment that embraces change and fosters respect and 

cooperation. Once the CEO-in-training was made permanent, she 

kept the operating guidelines in place and even uses them today as 

a recruiting tool during interviews. Her thinking: “If you don’t want 

to work in a place that emphasizes respect and cooperation, we 

don’t want you here, but if you do, this might help convince you to 

join us.” 

Key Takeaways

•	 An organization experiencing a rapid succession of 

changes at the top can benefit from a professional 

interim executive who has been given the mission 

of establishing stability. As part of that stability effort, 

they could do well to develop internal talent.

•	 Before you launch a traditional search, look 

internally for the next CEO. If no one is ready to step 

into the role, consider who might be able to do the job 

if given the right training.

•	 For individuals with natural leadership abilities 

such as high emotional intelligence, the specifics 

of association management can be learned. The 

opposite, however, may not be true.

•	 Internal candidates who know the specifics of an 

industry and are a cultural fit can be more successful 

than even experienced CEOs from outside.

•	 To make profound and lasting organizational change, 

interim executives and new CEOs alike should look 

to make explicit the kind of behavior they want to 

see. In this case, getting everyone to sign operating 

guidelines was an effective way to jumpstart the shift 

in culture.

•	 When convincing a board to agree to an 

unconventional solution, it helps to come prepared 

with a detailed plan. 
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Case Study 10: From Interim to CEO: 
Proceed with Caution

Organization Type Trade association

Organization Scope National

Industry Manufacturing

Annual Budget $39 million

Membership Size 900 companies

Staff Size 54

CEO Departure Type Illness

Interim Source Internal promotion

Interim Role Sustain

Duration 9 months

Temporary or 

Permanent
Temp-to-perm

Summary

When the beloved and long-time CEO of an industry association 

was diagnosed with a grave disease, he promoted a long-time 

employee to chief operating officer, steadily shifting leadership 

responsibilities to her. With his backing, her authority was 

consolidated. Although there was no written succession plan, the 

CEO had made his intentions clear, and when he passed away, 

the COO became the interim executive. It was her first time as the 

head an organization, and none of the stakeholders interviewed 

felt it went as hoped. In retrospect, her biggest mistake, according 

to several stakeholders, was going back on her original intentions 

by throwing her hat into the ring as a candidate for the permanent 

CEO role. Camps formed in favor and against her candidacy, 

and her every decision was scrutinized, including by a board 

representative sent into the office to observe. She never gained 

the full confidence of the board and was passed over in favor of 

someone with experience in both the industry and as the head 

of an association. The case example underscores the perils of 

pursuing the full-time CEO position while in the interim role. 

What Happened

 “When the CEO made me COO, it was understood I was being 

positioned to take over,” recalls the former interim CEO. When the 

CEO died, the interim was prepared. She had already instructed 

the communications staff to draw up several communiqués and 

a press release, so the association was ready to make a public 

announcement shortly after. “They did an email to officers, then 

the board, then the membership, then media found out,” recalls a 

senior staff person. “They went pretty quickly to get the news out 

to the board and membership. I think it was done pretty well. It was 

done in good taste.”  

Taking over once the CEO died was indeed difficult. The interim 

CEO recalled, “When I was COO and the CEO was living, we were 

both working full time. I was suddenly doing both jobs.” Among 

other things, there was a backlog of in-person stakeholder 

engagement, like trips to Europe, and a situation developed when a 

staff person made offensively extreme remarks. The interim spoke 

with the staff member, but she was unclear about whether she had 

the authority to dismiss him.

The interim’s decision not to fire the troublemaker was in part 

due to her lack of clarity about her authority, and it was also made 

with good intentions of focusing on key initiatives like a dues 

restructuring, but it contributed to a loss of trust by the staff, several 

of whom took their complaints over her head to the board chair. 

While staff complaints grew, board members had their own 

concerns, as they, perhaps unfairly, compared the interim’s 

performance to her predecessor’s. Illustrative was the first board 

meeting run by the interim—it was seen by the board as not as 

cohesive as in the past.

A Hat in the Ring. Yet as time went by, the interim CEO was feeling 

good about her performance. “I wasn’t dropping any balls. And the 

board members were not shy about saying that,” she recounted. 

The contradictory statements suggest that at a minimum she was 

getting mixed messages. 

Although she had not intended to pursue the full-time role, she 

felt encouraged by her performance to date and by the support 

of some of her charges who rallied around her. So, she put her hat 

into the ring as a candidate for the permanent position, but that 

decision seems to have harmed her tenure as interim, as camps for 

and against formed.

According to the chair of the board at that time: “The mistake we 

made was, when she announced she wanted to become the next 

CEO, I don’t think any of us could have foreseen the politicization of 

what was going to go on. We should have forbidden her from being 

both the interim and competing for the full-time job.”  
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Handing Off and Reevaluating. The board hired a new CEO who 

had come from the industry originally, but he had been serving 

as the CEO of a smaller, related, association for some time. “When 

I walked in to [this new association] as CEO,” he said, “it was an 

organization that for the past two years had been under a lot of 

stress, emotion, and turmoil.  

“The main challenge, it seems, was that there remained a solid 

camp of staff in favor of the interim who felt she should have the 

job. So many factions were developing. So, my goal was to build the 

organization and make it a team instead of teams.”

The interim CEO, meanwhile, made it clear that while she did not 

get the full-time role, she was fully prepared to stay on as a second 

in command and contribute in any way she could. 

She remained on the staff for a few months after the new CEO 

came on but was let go in a round of layoffs along with other 

senior staff who had been allied with her. She does not regret the 

experience, nor applying for the permanent role. Upon reflection, 

she said, “I was taken more seriously and will be taken more 

seriously because I was interim.”  

Key Takeaways

• The interim suffered in this case from a lack of clarity 

around her authority and priorities. Could she fire the 

problematic worker? In hindsight, the interim would 

have benefited from greater clarity provided by the 

board.

• This case adds to the evidence that suggests prior 

executive experience is important to have in an 

interim CEO. Learning on the job at an organization 

in crisis and without robust support from the board is 

not a recipe for success.

• From a board perspective, allowing an interim CEO 

to vie for the permanent CEO position should be 

done with caution, as it changes the dynamic of the 

interim’s tenure, likely for the worse. 

• From the interim CEO’s perspective, putting your hat 

into the ring should be done with caution, as it can 

make your tenure as interim more challenging.
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Case Study 11: Transitioning to the Top

Organization Type Trade association

Organization Scope National

Industry Engineering-related

Annual Budget $5 million

Membership Size 2,000–3,000 companies

Staff Size 20

CEO Departure Type Dismissal

Interim Source Internal (promotion)

Interim Role Audition 

Duration 6 months

Temporary or 

Permanent
Permanent (after trial period)

Summary

Once serving thousands of small-business members and 

up to 60,000 professionals, a national trade association had 

experienced several years of declining membership, influence, 

and financial resources. Dismissing the CEO required the initiative 

of an incoming board chair and unique collaboration with the 

current and subsequent chairs. Helpfully, the board identified a 

talented department head to promote to interim CEO. The full 

CEO title would be his, they said, if he could prepare and begin 

to implement a successful transition plan. After only six months, 

when the interim CEO had impressed the board and won the favor 

of the staff, he was promoted to full-time CEO. Now, about a year 

later, operations are more professional, and staff and board report 

being satisfied with his leadership.

What Happened

Realizing that the board had become increasingly dissatisfied with 

the declining performance of the CEO and association, a board 

leader saw that his upcoming term as chair meant an opportunity 

to effect change. 

The board member turned to the chairs in line ahead and behind 

him and said, “We can each have three chairmanships that last one 

year, or we could have one chairmanship that lasts three years if 

we work together. And we could really get something done here!” 

They agreed to work together, and during a closed-session meeting 

of the full board, he brought up the shared frustration with the 

CEO. “Do you want me to hand this problem to [the next chair] 

next year,” he asked. “Or do you want me to actually do something 

about it?” The answer was, do something about it.

“I mainly pointed to the financial situation of the association,” said 

the board chair. Evident operational challenges aside, “For the last 

three years, the money was going down, down, down. I was able 

to focus on that and say, ‘look, if we continue on this path, we’re 

going to be out of business.’ I had enough evidence just with the 

finances.” 

Internal Talent Ready to Step Up. The dismissal of the CEO was 

its own set of challenges, but the silver lining was that internal 

talent was ready to step up. The association had no formal 

succession plan, but in the weeks prior to dismissing the CEO, the 

board chair had private conversations with three current staff who 

had CEO potential. One of those staff members “seemed to be more 

respected and to have better experience, and was liked among the 

staff,” related the board chair. “He had a good, even temperament, 

and had a lot of the boxes checked that we needed.”

The staff were happy with the pick, too. One of them explained it 

this way: “The board knew what type of leader and worker [our 

interim CEO] is, and they trusted him from the very beginning. He 

had run a small association before, and he knew the direction he 

wanted to take us, which is to focus on a lot of our strengths and to 

quit spending money on things that did not enhance the lives of 

our members. I think those reasons are why they chose the interim 

CEO.”

Passing the Test. When the executive committee promoted its 

top choice to interim CEO, they made clear to him that he was on 

audition. If he could develop and implement a convincing plan 

to turn the organization around, they said, he would earn the full 

CEO title. Within six months, the executive committee had voted 

to promote him. In a clever move, the CEO-to-be insisted on a 

vote by the full board; all but one voted in favor. Here are some of 

the challenges the interim CEO faced and the steps he took to set 

things right.
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Inherited Problems

•	 No formal performance reviews 

•	 Too many VPs

•	 AMS was a poor fit

•	 No sense of teamwork

•	 Units operating in silos and keeping information from 

each other

•	 Departments had “no control” over their budgets

•	 Initiatives not member-focused enough

•	 The board was previously ignorant of the financial 

situation

Steps Taken

•	 Began by holding “stay meetings” to reassure the staff 

and listen to their concerns

•	 Later, realigned staff titles

•	 Developed a strategic plan that re-oriented the associa-

tion toward its core members

•	 Rebranded the magazine and other publicity to be 

member focused

•	 Replaced the finance director and removed layers be-

tween the CEO and the finances

•	 Reduced expenditures to avoid deficit spending

•	 Earned the first clean audit in years

•	 Eventually turned over about half the staff

•	 Increased communication and transparency with the 

board (meeting with the executive committee every 

two weeks and talking to the board chair every Friday)

•	 Increased transparency with members by producing a 

first-ever annual report

•	 Emphasized professional development of staff

  

It was important for this interim to get off on the right foot, so he 

implemented “stay meetings” which proved effective. Starting the 

day after the prior CEO was dismissed, “I met with each person 

individually and learned what exactly had been happening and how 

excited they were for change. I referred to these as stay meetings.”

“We acknowledged that each staffer just had a big transition, and 

you don’t want the change to run someone off. You want to let them 

vent and you want to hear all they do. And you share a little bit 

about what you’re planning to do and tell them how important they 

are.  And [tell them] ‘I need you to be there!’”

“It was absolutely a good use of time,” he said. The meetings 

enabled the interim to learn more about his co-workers’ work and 

established an environment in which they could feel comfortable 

sharing information. 

Key Takeaways

•	 Knowing the culture is a real advantage. This internal 

candidate knew the type of person that his members 

and board are.

•	 “Stay meetings” instituted by the interim CEO had the 

potential to foil an exodus, but they also created an 

opportunity to set a desired tone of inclusivity and 

shared purpose.

•	 Getting buy-in for big decisions leads to success, 

seen twice here: first, in the board member’s effort to 

get private buy-in from a succession of chief elected 

officers and, second, when the interim insisted on 

a full vote of the board. By doing so, he was able to 

get both explicit buy-in for his promotion and tacit 

support for his agenda.

•	 Interims can enable the board to dismiss a 

problematic executive. In this case, the board’s 

appointment of an interim CEO from within let them 

quickly and quietly fill the leadership gap they knew 

they were about to create.

•	 The interim title can be used effectively as an 

element of a trial period for someone under 

consideration for the full-time role. In this case, the 

board was able to see that their choice for a short-

term fix was the right solution for the long term, but 

if it had not been, they could have initiated a broader 

search without losing ground.
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Case Study 12: Facilitating a Merger

Organization Type Trade association

Organization Scope National

Industry Retail

Annual Budget $2 million

Membership Size 200 companies

Staff Size 6

CEO Departure Type Voluntary departure (amicable)

Interim Source External (via search firm)

Interim Role Transition (merger)

Duration 8 months

Temporary or 

Permanent
Temporary only (not temp-to-perm)

Summary

When the CEO of this small trade association left for a new job, 

the board brought in an interim CEO. The organization was stable 

financially, but due to a drop-off in a primary non-dues revenue 

source and broader trends in the industry, the association was 

veering into the red. Staff roles and operations were not as efficient 

and effective as they could be. The board was large and unwieldy, 

and it was not collectively engaged in the work of governance. 

Under the interim, the organization went through a merger process 

with another organization. The interim navigated a complicated 

merger that involved some emotional and territorial volunteers, 

staff, and members, but because the interim had strong leadership 

and interpersonal skills, the merger was successful. The case 

demonstrates how the right interim executive can facilitate a 

merger that would not otherwise go through. 

What Happened

Focused Leadership Smooths Inconsistent Operations. 

The interim had a full plate from the start. The board had begun 

merger talks, so she had a merger to manage as well as the logistics 

and staff of the association. Inconsistent communication and 

lax standards of professionalism from the board had not been 

conducive to the best performance from staff. As an example, right 

after coming on board, the interim found out the association had 

a big event that was a major revenue generator coming up in six 

months, but planning had scarcely started. With a patchwork of 

contractors and buckling down, they pulled it off, but with better 

organization prior to her arrival, the risk of catastrophic failure 

would have been diminished. 

The interim’s management approach was professional, fair, and 

empathic but not emotional. She employed a strategy of coming 

in and getting to know the position of her staff right away. She 

talked to each of them about what they did and told everyone 

that she had an open-door policy. The fact that the interim was 

an experienced association management professional who was 

able to get the staff “working and thinking like an association” was 

important to her success. 

A Bumpy Road to a Successful Merger. By this point, the board 

had begun serious merger talks with another association whose 

members fell under the same big tent within the larger industry. 

The board knew the association needed more than a placeholder 

to get through the merger; they needed an assertive leader. Thanks 

to the help of a professional executive search firm, they found that 

in the interim CEO that they hired. Her term spanned the entire 

eight-month merger process. During that time, she served as an 

important advocate. She demonstrated an ability to navigate and 

negotiate the complex board dynamics, member factions, and 

logistical issues of the merger.

The merger was a good move for both organizations. However, 

despite the many sound business reasons for the merger, 

territoriality, turf wars, and emotional reactions between the 

boards and among the membership made it anything but a 

straightforward process. 

While the negotiations were successful, in retrospect the 

interim said she might have balanced her straightforward, “no 

sugarcoating” approach with slightly softer tactics. Having an 

interim in place in this kind of scenario can be useful because 

there are inevitably going to be ruffled feathers and people 

who do not feel like their side is being represented. But overall, 

her transparency and forward manner facilitated a successful 

outcome even if it was a rocky road at the time. 

Subsequent CEO Comes on Board. The board of the new 

association chose to hire a new interim CEO to manage the first 

year of the newly formed association after the planned conclusion 

of the first interim’s term. There was a great deal of continued 

transitional work to be done, but after what was an intense tenure, 

with all the specifics of the merger and the charged emotional 

atmosphere, the first interim was ready to depart. She handed 

things off quickly to the new interim CEO, and he undertook the 

work of finalizing details of the merger and making the necessary 

changes to get the new organization running. 
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When the second interim took the helm of the newly merged 

association, some staff worried about their jobs, which is common 

in mergers. Although the second interim made it clear that he 

was not letting staff go, there was turnover because some people 

remained resistant to the changes and left. This also happened 

with some members. 

In addition, the new governance model needed to be established. 

There was strategic planning to be done and rebranding issues to 

resolve. Board members from each side were still trying to protect 

their turf. “Like all mergers,” said the subsequent CEO, “it has to 

get ugly before it gets pretty.” The board and the new interim CEO 

brought in a consultant to help overhaul the bylaws and other 

board operations. Using outside help in this instance was useful to 

moving things forward. 

The complexities of this association, especially the board and staff 

issues, made for a challenge for an interim CEO. The person the 

board selected was a good fit for the job. Her ability to quickly figure 

out the lay of the land and her willingness to challenge the status 

quo set up the association for a beneficial merger. The subsequent 

CEO had plenty left to sort out when he came on board, but due to 

the efforts of the interim, he was able to start his work from a solid 

foundation. The use of interim leadership through this merger was 

a lynchpin to its success.

Key Takeaways

•	 No matter the role that the board is looking for the 

interim to play, the interim and the board should both 

be clear about expectations going in.

•	 An interim can be especially useful in a merger, 

especially when high emotions and/or conflict 

involving board members, staff, or members are 

factors. Interims can be more straightforward since 

they are not angling for a long-term position, and they 

can pave the way for the next leader to start with a 

clean slate. 

•	 A skilled straight-talking interim CEO who is not 

angling for the permanent role can help cut through 

the turf battles characteristic of mergers and other 

change initiatives and make sure that everyone puts 

the health of the association first.

•	 Getting outside help can be particularly beneficial. 

Experts like search firms, governance experts, 

financial consultants, and others bring objective 

perspective and expertise so that an organization can 

learn and implement effective practices. 

•	 To be successful, an interim CEO needs to be 

perceptive enough to quickly gain an understanding 

of board dynamics.
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Case Study 13: Leveraging Communication 
and Relationship Skills

Organization Type Trade association

Organization Scope National

Industry Fitness

Annual Budget $3 million

Membership Size 2,700 companies

Staff Size 17

CEO Departure Type Dismissal

Interim Source
External (board recruitment from an 

affiliated association)

Interim Role Transition (merger)

Duration 19 months

Temporary or 

Permanent
Temporary only (not temp-to-perm)

Summary

A national trade organization was operating effectively but lacked 

strategic direction. Tension between different groups within the 

industry, including other associations, were exacerbated by a CEO 

who was not willing or able to build alliances. The board ended the 

contract of the CEO and brought in an interim who had long-term 

experience leading another association in the same industry and 

good relationships with key leaders. Shortly after the interim came 

on board, the association had an opportunity to enter a merger 

with another organization. The combination of effective volunteer 

leadership on both sides and the interim’s communication and 

relationship skills made for a successful merger. After a deliberate 

search process, the board selected a subsequent CEO whose 

background, experience, and leadership style were well-suited to 

leading the newly unified association. Overall, the use of an interim 

CEO in this situation was highly effective, despite a few challenges, 

including limited transparency and some communication 

miscues.

What Happened

The association’s board saw a need to move forward but did not 

see the incumbent CEO as being able to advance growth-oriented 

objectives. Moreover, the board felt the CEO contributed to strained 

relationships between stakeholders in the industry, including 

groups of members and related associations. After parting ways 

with the CEO, the board hired an interim who agreed to a one-year 

contract. A board member said that there was “wishful thinking” 

on the board’s part that the interim might stay longer. The thinking 

was too wishful, since the board decided at the time not to call him 

an interim but called him the new CEO. This lack of transparency 

led to uncertainty among the staff about what was going on during 

the leadership transition. 

The interim’s initial focus when he started was to improve 

relationships with other stakeholders. He spent the beginning of 

his tenure traveling to see members in different regions, including 

two large state associations that would end up becoming affiliates 

of the association. Soon after he was hired, the possibility of 

reopening merger talks with a foundation in the industry arose. 

At that point, the interim agreed to extend his term to see the 

organization through the merger, turning the original year he had 

planned for into just over a year and a half. 

Building Alliances. The interim’s role was focused heavily on 

the external workings of the association, namely the merger and 

smoothing relationships with other organizations. When it came 

to the association’s staff and operations, his philosophy was that he 

was there to hold down the fort for the next CEO. He felt it was not 

his role to make major decisions but that those should be left to the 

permanent CEO. 

This philosophy, combined with the significant travel and 

closed-door work that the merger required may have made the 

interim less visible or accessible to staff. The senior staff member 

interviewed said that the interim was communicative and open-

minded when he was around, but that he was not always available.

A New CEO Has a Full Plate. After a thorough search and 

interview process, a subsequent CEO was found to take over the 

position. The rigorous interview process, which spanned several 

months, gave both the board and the subsequent CEO time to 

figure out if they were a good fit. 

The interim was able to support the process, though he was careful 

to take an advisory role rather than a leading one. The new CEO’s 

background was an excellent fit for the job. She was an association 

CEO in an industry with similarities to the one she was moving 

into. She had also led another association though a merger. This 

certainly helped because while the interim oversaw the talks and 

the initial transition, there was still significant work to be done to 

unify the organization. 
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When the subsequent CEO came on board, she had a full plate. 

Many details of the merger still had to be finalized, and the fact that 

she had effective communication and relationship-building skills 

like the interim before her was critical to that transition moving 

forward. One hurdle she navigated was with the leader of one of 

the association’s most important education programs. The prior 

CEO had a conflict with this person that had resulted in them 

stepping back from the program, which was a major loss. The new 

CEO asked her board president to join her in flying out to meet the 

individual face to face. She and the board president listened and 

acknowledged that he had not been treated well. Her message was, 

“‘I know you built this program, and you care about the students 

that have gone through it. So, I’m going to need your help because 

I don’t know what to do.’ I was very open and honest. And he 

said, ‘Okay, I will help you behind the scenes.’” Her open, humble 

communication style was critical in bringing this asset back for the 

association.

Another issue with the merger was managing the staffing 

transition. There were two different cultures, and the merged 

organizations were in different areas of the country. In a 

communication hiccup, the official announcement of the merger 

went out to one staff before the other staff was informed, which 

further complicated issues. Nonetheless, she made inroads with 

both staffs and continued moving forward. 

The subsequent CEO led the organization through its first year 

after the two organizations unified and also led through the 

completion of mergers with two large state associations. She 

prioritized putting together a strategic plan that the organization 

was on its way to implementing when the COVID-19 pandemic hit, 

and the organization had to shift its strategic priorities. It appears 

the association’s rigorous interview process to identify the right 

candidate for the job paid off, since she has been successful and 

shouldered these and other challenges effectively. 

Key Takeaways

•	 An interim CEO can be a highly effective choice 

for a merger. If one organization’s CEO takes over, 

there can be power struggles and staff divisions. 

Additionally, a merger often includes making 

changes that are hard for people to deal with—when 

an interim does those, it can leave a clearer path for a 

new CEO.

•	 Have a communication plan for the transition. Not all 

situations lend themselves to complete transparency, 

but share as much as possible with stakeholders, 

especially staff. Be consistent with the message and 

timing. 

•	 Using an interim CEO can give boards time to 

undergo a thorough search for the right candidate. 

Time used to make deliberate decisions about what a 

board wants from a candidate and to thoroughly vet 

the candidates is time well spent. 

•	 High emotional intelligence is an important asset 

for interim and full-time CEOs. An ability to read the 

room and the positive charisma to develop friendly 

relationships this interim and subsequent CEO 

displayed allowed the merger and other important 

partnerships to occur. 

•	 “Keeping the lights on” for the next CEO is one role 

that an interim can play. The main advantage to this 

approach is that the subsequent CEO can come in 

and start guiding the organization on the strategic 

path that they want. However, if the interim has a 

longer tenure, it can put the association in a holding 

pattern. 
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Case Study 14: Cultural Sensitivity Matters

Organization Type Trade federation

Organization Scope National

Industry Science

Annual Budget $20 million

Membership Size
31 companies (representing 130,000 

workers)

Staff Size 85

CEO Departure Type Dismissal 

Interim Source External (via search firm)

Interim Role Reform

Duration 12 months (early dismissal)

Temporary or 

Permanent
Temporary only (not temp-to-perm)

Summary

The inherent challenges of a large trade association with a 

complex structure led to financial difficulties, and as the long-

time CEO neared retirement, he was unable to resolve an array of 

problems. The difficulties grew into fiscal and leadership crises, 

with the 100-plus-year-old organization draining its reserves and a 

powerful committee of member CEOs demanding the executive’s 

resignation. After the board dismissed the CEO, they took the 

advice of their recruiting firm and hired an interim CEO who had 

experience helping associations sort out complex governance 

issues. The inherent challenges of the organization, the tenuous 

situation, and a series of missteps by the interim executive led 

the board to end his contract early. Although the interim’s tenure 

did not go as any of the stakeholders hoped, he did move the 

organization forward in some helpful ways.

What Happened

Because of its membership makeup and governing structure, the 

CEO of this association has at least two key constituents to satisfy: 

a council of the leaders of influential member companies who 

lack a clear governance authority and its own board of directors, 

which is made up of independent professionals from the industry. 

The association also leases space to its own member companies, 

accounting for approximately 50 percent of annual revenue. Over 

time, the real estate portfolio had become a losing proposition. The 

bank called in a large construction loan. Paying it off drained the 

association of nearly all its capital reserves. 

The CEO’s tenure had run its course, and he was ready to retire 

in a year. Members were also dissatisfied, and before he could 

announce his upcoming retirement, leaders of almost half of the 31 

member companies signed a letter to the board complaining and 

threatening to leave. Ultimately, board leaders determined that the 

CEO should be dismissed prior to his retirement date and a search 

firm should be retained to find a permanent replacement. The 

firm they selected recommended that an interim executive take 

over while a broader and longer search for a permanent CEO was 

conducted. 

The Interim Takes Charge. The interim CEO came on board 

under unique circumstances. During the recruitment and 

interview process, he was made aware of the problems he would 

face. “It has an inherently bad structure and [the recruiters] 

talked to me very bluntly about this on the front end. It’s one of 

the reasons they wanted me for this case; I had experience with 

challenging structures.”

Problems arose quickly, however, and steadily got worse—

ultimately leading to the interim’s dismissal before his contract was 

up and before a permanent replacement was found. Prior to his 

arrival, a task force of board officers and senior staff had formed to 

seek solutions to the problems the prior CEO was unable to resolve. 

They put significant work into it, but the interim CEO had other 

ideas—an approach that alienated those stakeholders.

The board members, senior staff, and subsequent CEO interviewed 

identified a series of additional actions that they view as mistakes 

of the interim executive:  

•	 Power struggles. The interim engaged in two fateful 

power struggles. One, he sought to limit the influence of 

an advisory group of CEO members by changing the way 

board meetings were run, effectively undercutting their 

ability to influence board members they had appointed. 

And two, he was not receptive to frequent check-ins by 

the board president. 

•	 Misreading the culture. According to the board officers, 

the interim executive attempted to increase board 

effectiveness by focusing on soft skills and relationship 

building among board members. “In the midst of all 

this financial and organizational turmoil, and given our 

analytical way of thinking, it fell incredibly flat. We really 

wanted actions and structure, but we didn’t get that.”
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•	 Unwelcome spending. The interim executive chose 

to fire a number of long-time employees who were not 

performing adequately, and he replaced some of them 

with outside contractors while procuring services from 

other consultants. With the association in the middle of a 

fiscal crisis, this was not well-received by the board. 

•	 Dividing his time. During the hiring process, the interim 

had negotiated an agreement that let him service his 

existing consulting. In practice, the board and staff saw 

this as an unwelcome distraction and a signal that he did 

not take his role as interim executive seriously enough. 

From the interim’s perspective, however, he was doing what he 

was hired to do: take difficult but necessary steps to fix a failing 

organization in need of urgent repair. The recruiters saw this 

situation, and “they advised the board that they ‘need to fix a 

bunch of stuff before you ever bring a CEO on.’ The board listened 

and brought me in to fix some of the things that need to be fixed, 

which is just a gift to whoever the permanent CEO turns out to be.”

He identified and began working on numerous red-flag issues, 

including disarrayed finances, problematic staffing structure and 

personnel, lack of a strategic plan, outdated IT, and governance 

structure problems.

The subsequent CEO recognized that the interim was able to 

advance the organization in three important areas:  

•	 Governance. Before he got there, “there wasn’t a single 

[effective governance practice identified by ASAE] that 

they were really following. So, he started to modernize 

the governance structure and put some of those best 

practices in place.”

•	 Staffing changes. The interim CEO dismissed a number 

of long-tenured employees, and that was viewed as the 

right decision by senior staff and the subsequent CEO. He 

also struck a good balance between hiring new workers 

from outside the organization and identifying talent to 

promote internally. “He got that settled down and I think 

that was a really good move.”

•	 Rapid reform. Although the interim CEO “struggled to 

bring [the board] with him,” he did implement some big 

changes in a short amount of time. “He was able to effect 

change much more quickly than just using someone from 

the inside could have.”

Key Takeaways

•	 Trying to change too much too quickly can lead to 

cascading problems, especially when the changes 

you are trying to make affect the people who can hire 

and fire you. 

•	 Building trust between the board and the interim 

CEO (or any new executive) takes time and may 

require both parties to be flexible at first. As one 

officer put it, “there has to be an understanding 

between the executive and the board that the 

executive needs some breathing room, and the board 

needs some comfort level.”

•	 Interim executives must be able and willing to adapt 

their approach to the culture of the association and 

the industry it represents. In this case, the industry 

is science- and technology-related, so the board and 

staff have an ingrained culture of making decisions 

based on consensus built through thoughtful 

analysis of a shared set of facts and data. 

•	 An interim executive position requires a full time 

(or greater) commitment, especially when that 

person is tasked with affecting change or when the 

organization is deemed to be in crisis.

•	 Recruiters should consider putting forward at least 

three, or preferably more, candidates.
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Case Study 15: Spreading Radical Sunshine

Organization Type Charitable organization

Organization Scope
National (international with chapters, 

which operate independently)

Industry Child welfare

Annual Budget
$20 million ($80 million with chapters, 

which operate independently) 

Membership Size 600 chapters in 19 countries

Staff Size 80

CEO Departure Type Dismissal

Interim Source External (via search firm)

Interim Role Sustain 

Duration 15 months

Temporary or 

Permanent
Temporary only (not temp-to-perm)

Summary

An experienced CEO with prior service as an interim agreed to 

temporarily take the reins of an organization that was removing 

the founder from the CEO role but keeping that founder on board in 

a key supporting capacity. With a deft touch, the interim executive 

navigated the big egos and high stakes of a precarious transition. 

Successful techniques included the interim’s use of powerful allies, 

as well as “radical candor and radical transparency.” The case 

shows that associations and nonprofit organizations are constantly 

evolving, and skilled interim executives can help an organization 

move not only from one leader to another, but from one phase in 

its evolution to the next.

What Happened

Together with a partner skilled in communications, a doctor 

formed a public health charity supported by big-dollar sponsors. 

The 501(c)(3) organization experienced 12 years of rapid growth, 

but the board came to see that the co-founder who was running the 

operations of the charity had to be dismissed. The founder-doctor, 

who continued to practice medicine, offered himself as executive. 

The board accepted, hiring a chief operating officer to complement 

the doctor with administrative skills. Unfortunately, it was a poor 

match, contributing to a staff turnover rate of 70 percent and other 

issues in two years.

The board hired an interim chief executive with high levels of 

emotional intelligence and experience as a CEO as well as prior 

service as an interim. Wary of the situation he was entering, 

though, he agreed to take on the role strictly on the condition that 

he would have full authority, that he would have the ability to 

hire and fire anyone, including the charismatic doctor co-founder 

who would report to him. The co-founder was very much the 

face of the organization, and he had personal relationships with 

all the key players on the board and at the parent company (the 

hospital system), as well as with the small collection of big funders 

on which the organization depended. As a result, it was critical 

for the interim executive to navigate the new dynamic with care. 

Too heavy a hand, and the founder could easily undermine the 

interim’s ability to effect change; too gentle, and the founder could 

continue to sow chaos in a way that had driven the organization 

downhill in the first place.

They landed on a public-facing role for the founder, in which he 

would continue to use his “outstanding one-on-one fundraising 

ability” and his skill as a “cold closer” amounting to about 25 

percent of a full-time job. It seems, however, that the founder 

was not satisfied with being relegated. Not long after the deal 

was struck, at the interim’s first annual meeting, the founder 

began a campaign to undermine the interim’s authority with the 

chapter leaders through a string of behind-the-back comments. 

The interim CEO was on the lookout for behavior like this, and as 

soon as he caught wind of it, took decisive action. Wisely, he had 

already enlisted a powerful ally from the board—a major donor to 

the hospital—and that person brought the founder and the interim 

in for a meeting in their hotel suite at the convention. The board 

member and interim executive made clear that although they 

respected what the founder had done to launch the organization, 

any further action to undermine or sabotage the changes the 

interim was trying to make would not be tolerated.

Radical Sunshine. To deal with a powerful but problematic 

individual in a case like this, the interim executive recommends 

a policy of radical candor and radical transparency. Being as 

candid and transparent as possible “are very much a part of the 

approach. I try to open up the flow of communication as much as 

is humanly possible and in a supportive and constructive way.”  

For example, when the interim took over, he reached out to the 

big corporate funders to introduce himself. “All three expressed 

their concern that the founder was being moved aside and that it 

might jeopardize the relationship with them. And I know that [the 

founder] had been lobbying them to convince the hospital that he 

should keep his role. There is a lot to like about [the founder] and 

I genuinely like him very much, so I made sure to sing his praises 
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with the funders. I think this helped reassure them that I wasn’t 

on a power trip. But radical candor is part of my solution, so what 

I decided to do was to make my conversations with the founder 

and the problems we had along the way completely transparent. 

I would just fill them in, with a cc to the founder, saying what’s 

going on, etc. That would invariably trigger a call from him to them 

and then they would call me, and I could verify everything. I was 

much more careful about documenting everything than I would 

ordinarily be, and they could see how heavily he was trying to 

manipulate me but also how he was trying to rope in his friends, 

and that began to wear on them. After about three months, they 

now understood my problem and let me know the relationship 

was secure—that the relationship with [the corporate funder] no 

longer rests on how this plays out for the founder.”

A subsequent CEO noticed the cultural change the interim was 

implementing and built on it. To encourage open and honest group 

dialogue, the CEO brought in a toy penguin and placed it on the 

table at meetings. If there was something difficult that needed to 

be addressed or discussed, meeting participants could grab the 

toy and “discuss the penguin on the table” without fear of being put 

down.

Aligning Expectations, Fixing Fundamentals, Sending Signals. 

Managing a beloved but problematic founder who still has a role 

to play was only one of this interim’s tasks. He still had to stop the 

bleeding in terms of staff departures, lead a strategic planning 

exercise, and resolve various other problems that were plaguing 

the organization. According to a board member at the time “now 

[the interim] was terrific because he came in and he jumped right 

in. He’s done it before, so he knows, he has his own drill as to what 

needs to get done in terms of listening to the staff, interviewing 

everyone, and seeing what’s going on, seeing what the issues 

are. So, he was kind of the man on the scene deeply, thoroughly, 

and right away.” It helped that the board was clear about its 

expectations for him. 

Another tool the interim used to address a fundamental problem 

at the organization was taking more than his share of the blame 

when things go wrong. “I usually try to take about four times the 

blame as I actually own. It sends a powerful signal that the boss 

can call himself out, so it’s all right to tell the boss ‘I think you made 

a mistake here or I think you’re going to make a mistake here.’ And 

it’s all right for us to say these things to one another. This is a tool for 

thinking about radical candor.” 

Evolution is Natural. After about nine months with the interim 

executive sorting out problems, creating stability, and setting a new 

direction, the board engaged a recruiting firm to search for a new, 

long-term executive. A board member explained, “We would have 

been delighted to keep [the interim] on, but one of his mantras is 

that ‘I’m not a candidate for the permanent role.’ So that gives him 

the chance to just focus on what he needs to do and also helps us 

in the search process and the interview process.”

Unfortunately, the organization’s choice for the long-term role only 

lasted two years before the individual was dismissed by the board, 

and the next executive was in place for six years before departing 

abruptly. All the while, a senior staff person had been gaining 

experience and competence as a leader, and she was talked into 

becoming the interim executive when the need suddenly arose. 

She excelled, was promoted from within, and today has been the 

CEO for three years.

Her tenure is still young, but it is a good reminder that associations 

and nonprofits have a natural tendency to evolve over time. A 

charismatic, creative, and high-energy founder might be just what 

is required to get started, but as associations and nonprofits evolve, 

the kind of leaders they require change, too. In this case at least, 

interim executives helped make the transition not only from one 

leader to the another, but also from one phase of organizational 

maturity to the next.
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Key Takeaways

•	 Interim executives should take exceptional care 

when they encounter challenging founders, board 

members, or other key individuals. They should 

consider securing full authority and control as a prior 

condition of the engagement. It is recommended 

they coordinate closely with key board members 

and other critical stakeholders—making sure they 

are explicit about how they will partner to manage 

the problematic individual, always keeping the best 

interest of the organization in mind. 

•	 Radical sunshine—a combination of radical candor 

and transparency—can be an effective technique for 

interim executives when dealing with powerful but 

problematic stakeholders.

•	 Boards and interim leaders should be sure to 

set explicit expectations for each other from the 

outset. Tying certain deliverables to executive 

compensation may be an effective way to ensure the 

board’s objectives are met.

•	 When interim executives set ego aside, they lead 

by example and show staff how they want them to 

behave. If interim executives own their mistakes in a 

public way, it can send a powerful signal to staff that it 

is all right to do the same. 

•	 Associations and nonprofits evolve over time, and 

even a great person with the best intentions can be 

the wrong leader for an organization at a given point 

in its lifetime. The fresh eyes and proven techniques 

that interim leaders bring can help organizations 

reset and transition from one phase to the next.

•	 Emotional intelligence—which includes the ability to 

monitor one’s own and other people’s emotions and 

to use emotional information to guide thinking and 

behavior—may be one of the most important skills an 

interim executive can have. 






