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Ed Nolan, one of the members of the board of Bohlton, a 

diversified paper products company, was wondering how to interpret 

the outcome of the latest board meeting. The main topic on the 

agenda had been the report of the executive selection committee 

presented by Bob Reed, chairman and CEO of Bohlton. Like most 

board members, Ed very much appreciated Bob's handling of the 

company. Bob had certainly been its builder and prime mover and 

more than anyone was responsible for its success. But what had 

been increasingly troubling some of the board members - since Bob 

was getting on in age - was what would happen after his departure. 

Had they been sufficiently vigilant about leadership succession? 

Had enough effort been made to develop executives with adequate 

stature and experience in the company to replace Bob? Or had the 

board been lulled asleep by Bob's fine performance and good 

health? 

Four years ago, with great trepidation - knowing Bob's attachment 

to the company - Ed had brought up the issue of retirement at a 

board meeting. He still vividly remembered Bob's reaction: it was 

one of deep irritation. Bob had quickly brushed the matter aside 

with the comment that of course he had thought about it and had 

been looking into it. But that had seemed to be the end of the 

story; nothing else had happened. Eventually, getting frustrated, 

he and a few other board members had brought up the topic again, 

pointing out to Bob that he was fast approaching Bohlton's 

mandatory retirement age. Something had to be done. This time it 
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looked as if they had had more effect. Their combined pressure 

had resulted in the formation of a selection committee headed by 

Bob. This had happened two years ago. 

Ed could not but acknowledge that the selection committee had 

acted vigorously and seemed to have made a remarkable effort. 

From ail the evidence at hand the thoroughness of their search had 

known no bounds. There had been interviews and secret meetings. 

Consultants and headhunters had been used. One consultant had 

been retained and had even developed a sophisticated scoring grid, 

listing in an intricate way the required qualifications of 

potential candidates. Eventually, elaborate personality profiles 

had been made up about five candidates: three insiders and two 

outsiders. It went without saying that ail these activities, in 

spite of the secrecy, had not gone unnoticed in the company and 

had caused a lot of anticipation and tension among the senior 

executives. 

The final results had been presented at the last board meeting. 

In spite of the intensive search effort, the board was told, not 

one of the candidates qualified. It was the selection committee's 

opinion that the three inside candidates needed at least four to 

six years' more seasoning. The expertise of the outside 

candidates - in spite of outstanding track records - was not 

thought to be compatible with the future needs of the company. The 

board ended up agreeing that Bob put off his retirement for 
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another four years. 

In retrospect, Ed felt troubled by the decision. Something didn't 

feel quite right about it. Hadn't the time corne for a change in 

leadership? Was it good for a company to have one person that 

long in charge? were there really no competent candidates 

available? And why did no one qualify? What had happened to 

management development ail these years? Furthermore, if there 

were no qualified inside candidates there must have been competent 

ousiders? Did the person they were looking for really exist or 

was he or she a product of their combined imagination? Had they 

been looking for a mythical figure combining the qualities of ail 

the executives under consideration? Was it also possible that the 

members of the selection committee and the board were deliberately 

not dealing with the issue but instead colluding with the CEO, 

knowing Bob's attachment to his job and his reluctance to release 

the reins? Looking back, Ed wondered if the decision had really 

been in the best interests of the company. Could the board have 

acted earlier or differently? 

Ed is not alone in his concerns. The above described scenario is 

not that unusual. Some CEO's I have met have a very hard time 

dealing with succession and retirement. Although they may give 

lip service to the matter, in many cases they avoid real action. 

As described in our example, sometimes the key players (and that 

includes the board) - willingly or not - may even collude with the 



- 4 - 

CEO, going through drawn-out pseudo-scientific selection methods 

which often turn out barren in the end. The result of this Jack 

of action may be that when suddenly faced with a fait accompli due 

to death, illness, poor performance or other dramatic causes, the 

board has to make the succession decision at a very late stage, 

often under crisis conditions. 

Succession is not only a very sensitive topic, but even when there 

is a real willingness to deal with the matter, its planning 

remains at best a very inexact science. And that is unfortunate, 

since poor succession planning has been called a major 

contributing factor to business failure. The way succession is 

handled has a great influence on the future viability of an 

enterprise. It has significant effects on the perceptions of 

investors and hence has serious financial performance 

implications. 

A CEO's avoidance of or half hearted efforts in dealing with 

succession planning is not the only problem the board faces: the 

decision whether to go for an insider or an outsider is another 

critical matter that can have serious repercussions within the 

corporation. A corollary to these problems is that of how the 

transition of leadership will be managed. What factors have to be 

taken into account during the transition? What are the critical 

issues? 
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Succession when it eventually takes place is usually a period of 

change. Traditional norms are disrupted. Strategic replacements 

occur which can affect the organization's structure and transform 

reporting relationships. Not only actual succession but even the 

rumor that succession is at hand can have dramatic consequences 

because of its anticipatory effects. 

This is not to say that succession always has to be problematic. 

Many CEOs cope very successfully with the problem. In many 

companies CEOs are bound by tradition or company policy to step 

down at a certain age and will plan accordingly. Many CEOs have 

enough vision and self-insight to transcend petty concerns and 

self interest and indeed take a vicarious pleasure in training and 

developing the next generation of managers. But whatever the final 

attitude toward succession - planned or unplanned - the key 

players ail have to cope with a number of psychological forces 

which, if not carefully managed, can play havoc with the 

succession process. And the retiring CEO who is the central 

figure in this draina will be particularly susceptible. In the 

light of these psychological forces, the psychologist Harry 

Levinson has cautioned against CEOs choosing their own successor 

(1). He believes that, more likely than not, CEOs will sabotage 

the process and choose badly. The implication of this is that the 

board has a grave responsibility to oversee the whole procedure. 

What makes succession such a sensitive issue? What are the 
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psychological forces we are up against? What critical decisions 

have to be made? How can we facilitate the process? What factors 

have to be looked at? What role can the board play in these 

matters? 

UNCONSCIOUS SABOTAGE 

In answering these questions let's keep in mind that the lack of 

constructive action on the part of some CEOs concerning succession 

is not necessarily a conscious process. In those instances where 

succession is fraught with problems CEOs may not even be aware of 

the exact reasons why they are acting the way they are (2). To 

really understand what is taking place a certain amount of 

self-awareness and self-insight becomes a necessity. Corrective 

action and change derives from the ability to stand back and 

reflect on one's behavior and actions. 

The Denial of Death  

One of the key reasons which that succession is such a problematic 

activity is that it touches upon some very basic human concerns. 

What really lies at the heart of the matter is man's deep-seated 

wish to believe in his own immortality. In spite of the forces of 

reality, psychologically it is very difficult to comprehend and 

accept the possibility of one's own death. 



- 7 

CEOs are no exception here. Thinking about succession - let alone 

actually planning it - brings up the painful, preferably forgotten 

subject of one's own mortality. And reluctance to deal with the 

topic is contagious. Not only is succession a very sensitive 

topic to some CEOs but also, if senior executives and board 

members become aware that this is the case, they may oblige by 

avoiding the issue themselves. Talking about succession may be 

interpreted as a hostile act; as evincing a none too subtle desire 

for the CEO's demise. Consciously or unconsciously retaliation 

will be feared. No wonder that in certain situations every excuse 

is used to prevent this topic from coming to the fore. Thus some 

CEOs continue to act as if death does not exist and board members 

concur. This is particularly the case with founder/managers who 

tend to have an additional emotional investment in the enterprise 

since it is a symbol of their success and may have become an 

extension of their own personality. 

In one case, the founder/president of an apparel company refused 

to accept his own physical decline. In spite of his having had a 

minor stroke, talk about his condition and the need for a possible 

successor remained taboo in the company. Senior executives and 

board members didn't dare to bring up the matter, fearful of his 

violent temper. What complicated the situation was that the board 

was made up of old friends, very loyal to the old man, who were 

unwilling to tackle this problem. Eventually, when a second 

stroke incapacitated the president, nobody in the company was 
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prepared to step into his shoes. After a lengthy period of 

upheaval, resulting in serious financial lasses, the company was 

acquired by a competitor at a sell-out price. 

The Legacy 

Another possible explanation for this CEO's refusai to deal with 

succession may have had to do with a deep-seated wish to leave a 

legacy. One obvious way of coping with the denial of death and 

the wish for immortality is to leave something tangible behind, a 

reminder of one's accomplishments while in power. This legacy can 

take many forms, from physical structures such an an office 

building or a factory to those intangibles of corporate culture 

such as a specific management philosophy, an idiosyncratic 

interpretation of organizational policy, or particular ways of 

doing things in the organization. When the time cornes to hand 

over power, the outgoing CEO may worry about whether a successor 

will respect the legacy or destroy what has been painstakingly 

built up over the years. Can he or she be trusted when in power 

to continue past practices (however inappropriate these may be 

given the company's changing environment)? One can never be sure. 

No wonder that some of the CEOs I have known are reluctant to let 

go, and even if they have to, may secretly nourish the hope that 

their successor will fail. Failure will be considered a further 

proof of their own indispensability. Thus - and this is not 

necessarily a conscious act - they may even take steps to set the 
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successor up for failure. 

After a lot of hesitation the CEO of a large consumer product 

company finally made the decision to make one of his group vice 

presidents the chief operating officer. Soon after his 

appointment the latter began to take a more active, visible role 

in the company. From his actions it became clear that there were 

some fundamental differences in management philosophy between the 

two senior executives. Although the CEO tried to accept this, it 

became an increasing source of irritation to him. Eventually the 

CEO gave his designated successor an assignment which even in the 

best of circumstances would have been difficult to handle. To 

aggravate the situation a slump occurred in that particular 

segment of the industry. Very soon the COO was spending ail his 

time at this division to prevent the situation from worsening. A 

quick turnaround seemed to be out of the question. The COO's lack 

of success in solving an impossible situation gave the CE0 a 

handle to convince the board that the former was not the right 

person for the job and resulted in a request for his resignation. 

Some of the CEOs I have met handle the need for a legacy 

differently. They try to replicate themselves, looking for 

successors who are very much like them, people who will carry on 

in exactly the same way. But frequently this search for "clones" 

carries the seeds of failure. What is right for the present may 

not be the correct course of action given the needs of the company 
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in the future. 

The Illusion of Equality  

The ties that bind leader and followers are based on a process of 

mutual identification. Followers identify with their leaders, and 

project their ideas onto them; at the same time they identify with 

each other. This mutual identification process with the leader 

and among the followers is what creates a group. It brings about 

a feeling of unity and belonging and makes for a sense of 

direction, purpose and motivation. The precondition for the 

successful operation of this mutual identification process is the 

illusion that the leader bands his or her favors out equally and 

"loves" everyone the same way (3). Some CEOs find it important to 

maintain this illusion. To single someone out as successor may 

shatter the sense of togetherness and break the spell. A 

corollary benefit of not selecting a successor is that this will 

avoid the possibility of guilt feelings about favoritism. If no 

action is taken and the status quo maintained, the CEO will not 

have to make what might be painful personnel decisions. He will 

not have to deal with the anger and disappointment of the 

candidates not chosen. 

In one instance, the CEO of an electronics firm had surrounded 

himself with a group of executives of very uneven talents. 

Although it was easy to spot who where the "stars", the CEO was 



unwilling or unable to make the appropriate gestures and reward 

them accordingly. He would smooth over the mistakes of the more 

incompetent ones and not praise the high performers for 

excellence. The perceived unfairness of his treatment became such 

a bone of contention that eventually a number of his best people 

left the company. Why this happened, however, remained a puzzle 

to the CEO. He couldn't understand why people were so upset: as 

far as he was concerned he had acted correctly by treating 

everyone equally. 

Again, we have to remember that what we are observing is not 

necessarily a conscious process. This CEO probably had everyone's 

best interests at heart. But his Jack of understanding about his 

actions eventually backfired. Perhaps what would have helped in 

this instance would have been a more active stand on the part of 

the board, counselling the CEO and forcing him to make a choice. 

The King Lear Syndrome  

Another contributing factor making for unconscious or even 

conscious sabotage of the succession process can be called the 

"King Lear Syndrome". This naine derives from the Shakespeare play 

which contains as one major theme a warning about the dangers of 

letting go of power. As one may recall from the play, the 

decision to retire and divide his kingdom has devastating 

consequences for King Lear. 
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In organizational life this concern is ail too real. The 

economics of power and the knowledge that it is a scarce commodity 

are ever-present realities. Loyalties shift quickly if it is 

known that a new person will be taking the reins. Subtle changes 

begin to occur in relationships. New power networks are created. 

When this occurs it may be difficult for the outgoing CEO to 

accept a change in power base. What originally may have been a 

favorable attitude towards the crown prince may turn into 

resentment. Dormant rivalry may corne to the fore and be acted 

out. 

Peter Lawrence, the very successful CEO of a chain of supermarkets 

seemed to do everything right. Realizing that he was getting on 

in age he personally recruited Fred Pine to head one of the 

company's major divisions. Discussions with the board supported 

Peter's notion that Fred would be the logical person to lead the 

company into the next decade. Everyone commended him for his 

foresight. Not very long after his appointment it became clear 

that Fred's management style contrasted sharply with that of the 

CEO. He dominated the operations committee meetings and was 

responsible for far reaching alterations in the company's fabric - 

making it a much leaner operation - with impressive performance 

implications. Productivity and profits soared. In spite of the 

excellent results, however, Peter became increasingly annoyed 

because Fred was receiving most of the credit for the resurgence 

of the company. Moreover, Fred was not very subtle about his 
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desire to take over Peter's job. Eventually, the two men became 

engaged in a tug-of-war for control of the company. After a 

considerable amount of arm twisting, Peter managed to persuade the 

board that, after all, Fred was not the right person to run the 

company. He argued that the latter was destroying a corporate 

culture which had been painstakingly built up over the years and 

had been a source of major strength to the company. He cited as 

proof the fact that a number of executives had quit after Fred's 

arrival. Fred was asked to resign. 

CEOs are very familiar with the corridors of power - this being 

one of the ingredients of their successfui rise to the top. 

Consciously or unconsciously they may resist being treated like a 

has-been, and will find it difficult to accept their change in 

status graciously. In fact, they are often extremely unwilling to 

let go of the reins and, as we saw in the previous example, they 

may even reconsider their decision to step down. Articles in the 

popular business press are full of examples of such second 

thoughts. 

To have to work with an officially designated successor is too 

difficult a task for some CEOs. They much prefer to keep the 

situation ambiguous and maintain their power base. A symptom of 

this being the case is a rapid succession of crown princes in an 

organization. The behavior of William Paley of CBS, Peter Grace 

of W.R. Grace or Armand Hammer of Occidental Petroleum are 
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legendary examples of people who tenaciously held or are holding 

on to power. 

From our discussion is becomes clear that psychodynamic processes 

can be a serious obstacle in making succession a smooth process. 

When we hear CEOs commenting - if questioned by the board or 

others - that they have no time to train a successor, or that - in 

spite of overwhelming evidence to the contrary - the succession 

problem has been taken care of, we can be sure that these 

psychological forces are at work. The same may be said for the 

CEO who claims that there is no one with the needed qualifications 

in the company and that suitable people are very hard to find, or 

that senior managers need more seasoning, or when we find 

drawn-out, pseudo-scientific selection methods as with the Bohlton 

Company. Such comments and ways of behaving are frequently merely 

rationalizations covering up a reluctance to let go. Having 

someone waiting in the wings is too tough an assignment for some 

CEOs. 

WHOM TO CHOOSE ? 

When finally a succession decision has to be made, a very 

important question for the board is whether the incumbent should 

be an insider or an outsider. Which is the better choice? And 

what are the ramifications of each choice? Unfortunately, 
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research on succession does not provide any clear answers (4). An 

understanding of some of the organizational and psychological 

forces at work, however - particularly in light of the previous 

discussion - may give greater clarity to the matter. 

The Insider  

In looking at the insider/outsider choice we should not discount 

the effect of existing traditions in a company. Although the 

succession decision is not exactly a democratic process it can 

take place fairly smoothly. In some companies - particularly the 

larger ones - a good opportunity exists for training and 

developing successors. In these instances senior executives, aided 

by the board work out who should be the key contenders. They will 

pick the person most suitable, taking the future needs of the 

company into consideration. Such a relatively orderly and planned 

process has obvious advantages. Since the process will be spread 

out over time, it will be easier for those not chosen to cope with 

their disappointment, and this in turn will lessen the likelihood 

of non-cooperation later on. 

The political forces inside a company tend to favor the selection 

of an insider. The internai structure of large corporations can be 

very complex, making it difficult to break up existing coalitions. 

If an insider is chosen it is more likely than not that the board 

is opting for a maintenance strategy. Loyalty may have been 
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rewarded over organizational change. An obvious advantage is 

attached to this choice : in general there will be less turmoil. 

Inside choices tend to be less disruptive. With an insider there 

will be less need to build a new executive team. 

On occasion, however, the promotion of an internai candidate can 

cause probiems. It may disrupt the internai pecking order by 

favoring one organizational unit over the other. Thus sometimes 

the absence of a neutral point of entry may lead to instability 

and conflict. 

The insiderjoutsider choice will be very much determined by 

self-interest. High ranking corporate officers and even board 

members may lobby to influence the decision and may even want the 

position themselves. These executives will keep in mind that an 

inside appointment will make it less likely that they are 

replaced. Compromise, the containment of group conflict and the 

maintenance of the informai social network may be their prime 

concerns. But whether this preoccupation with stability and 

conservation is the wisest choice depends on what is happening in 

the company's environnent. 

In one instance - that of a company which had been stagnating for 

some time - it became obvious that a radically different stance 

was needed. The company's principal market segment was undergoing 

rapid changes. In spite of this dangerous situation which was 
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aggravated by inroads made by competitors, a number of senior 

managers convinced the board to appoint the executive vice 

president as the new CEO. Although the latter was a competent 

production and operations manager, it was quite obvious that he 

lacked the critical skills in marketing and sales that were needed 

in the company at this point in time. Although a number of board 

members were well aware of this, they preferred to play it safe 

and confirm the executive as CEO. The results were devastating, 

necessitating his replacement soon afterwards. 

The Outsider  

The choice of an outsider often represents a wish on the part of 

the board for radical change. The conditions have to be right, 

however, to make this happen. Not surprisingly a higher incidence 

of outside successors occurs in failing firms. In these instances 

pressure from other constituencies such as the government, banks 

and shareholders may have become so strong that the wish of some 

of the board members and senior executives not to rock the boat 

may have been overturned. 

Outside choices are more likely the longer the tenure of the 

predecessor. The lengthy occupancy of a position by a CEO is 

frequently a good indication that the individual in question is 

unwilling to consider a replacement. A common scenario that then 

follows is that eventually because of extensive procrastination 
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about the succession decision, the situation inside the company 

reaches the kind of crisis proportions I mentioned earlier. 

Consequently, the board may have no choice but to look for an 

individual with turnaround skills. This may be seen as an act of 

desperation, as an admission of failure - particularly if it 

concerns a large company - in developing crown princes. In such 

cases the company can expect a prolonged period of turmoil, 

necessitating an extra amount of vigilance on the part of the 

board. 

When Tom Lang took command of the financially battered Concorde 

Corporation he tightened up the bank's lending policies and 

imposed stringent controls to improve the quality of loans which 

had gotten out of hand in the go-go period of his predecessor. 

Tom's way of managing the bank led to impressive results but in 

the process Concorde lost hundreds of executives. Tom certainly 

didn't feel bound by social obligations; nor did he mind acting as 

a hatchet man. In this case, in their wish for radical change, 

the board felt that it had got more than it asked for. Tom's 

abrasive style, his rigidity and his obsessiveness in upgrading 

loan quality led to the loss of a number of important customers. 

This, combined with the resentment of some of the "surviving" 

senior managers, became the basic for his eventual removal by the 

board. 

Tom Lang is an extreme example. Often the presence of an 
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outsider, because of his or her initial position of neutrality, 

may reduce the likelihood of conflict between departmental 

sub-units during and after the selection process. Also, if a 

shift in company policy or a major transition program is what is 

needed, an outsider can afford to be more hardnosed and act as a 

hatchet man. In general, outsiders will be freer in their actions. 

It is easier for them to make reassignments and replacements. An 

outsider is less bound by social obligations, therefore more 

willing to replace members of the old guard. Most newcomers like 

to establish their own trusted inner circle of individuals who 

will be committed to their view of the organization. These 

strategic changes will empower the successor to form a new 

informai social unit. 

The disadvantages which an outsider faces are obvious. It is more 

difficult for him or her to understand and deal with existing 

internai power structures. There are no informai contacts to rely 

on. Much time and effort may be needed to break up or cope with 

hostile coalitions. No wholehearted coopération can be expected 

from the old lieutenants who are stiil licking their wounds at 

being passed over. The complexities of the organization and the 

many vested interests can deflect any intended change effort: the 

entrenchment of established interests will be a strong opposing 

force. Here, however, is where the board can play an important 

role in helping a new CE0 to steer a steady course between these 

Scyllas and Charybdises of organizational life. 
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WATCHING THE TRANSITION 

What happens when a successor is finaily put into place? What are 

the possible outcomes? What should a board be alert for? 

Romancing the Past  

The obstacles for a new CEO can be formidable. Not only is he or 

she up against the actual problems existing in the company, but 

there are again a number of intrapsychic forces to be considered. 

Among them a major one is the tendency of man to idealize the 

past. To avoid depression we are ail inclined to screen out 

painful, anxiety provoking thoughts or events. Pleasant memories 

often function as a shield to conceal a related painful memory. 

What seems to take place psychologically is some kind of struggle 

between the defensive process of denial and the forces of memory. 

The sociologist Gouldner called this phenomenon the "Rebecca Myth" 

(5): he was referring to the Daphne DuMaurier novel about a young 

woman who marries a widower and is haunted by people's idealized 

memories of his first wife, whose virtues are continuously 

extolled. Dealing psychologically with an absent person can be a 

formidable task. It is much easier to deal with someone who is 

present. Interaction with a real person aliows for reality 

testing; with an absent person any fantasy goes. 

A strong conservative force influences man's behavior. 
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Apprehension and wariness of the new is often apparent. 

Shakespeare's words "and makes us rather bear those ills we have, 

than fly to others that we know not of" are ail too appropriate. 

We like to hang on to the familiar. And this may have 

repercussions on the succession process. One of the implications 

of the Rebecca Myth is that executives in a company and members of 

the board may block out the excesses of the old CEO's regime and, 

ignoring reality, hang on to the illusion of how much better 

things were previously. The successor is in for an uphill battle 

if he or she wants to overcome this handicap. 

The Scapegoat  

Even in the case of well planned successions, some kind of crisis 

atmosphere is inevitable. There are too many changes to get used 

to and ambiguities that need to be sorted out. No wonder that we 

find an increase in dependency reactions among the organization's 

members in such situations. This makes the symbolic role of the 

CEO even more important. Because of ail the uncertainties, many 

will express the desire for someone to give direction and 

leadership. This will put enormous pressure on the new CEO. It 

is difficult to handle one's sudden transformation into some kind 

of "messiah", a person who is expected to solve ail problems. 

Expectations may be excessively high. Unfortunately, not many 

CEOs will live up to these ideals of perfection. 
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This human characteristic explains why leaders tend to have more 

influence during crisis than during non crisis periods. A crisis 

is a time of increased dependency reactions. The positive Bide of 

this psychological process in action in the case of succession is 

that it makes for an initial honeymoon period when the CEO 

receives enthusiasm and commitment. Some CEOs will take advantage 

of the momentum thus created to very yood effect. Given this 

process of great expectations, the new CEO seems to be most 

influential just before taking charge. 

But how long can the honeymoon last? Most leaders are only mortal 

and will find it hard to meet all these exaggerated expectations. 

The outcome is predictable: a shift in emotional attitudes towards 

the new CEO will occur. What once was idealization or infatuation 

will quickly turn into disillusion born of anger at being 

disappointed - of the CEO failing to live up to the ideals of 

perfection. And those who have been passed by for the position may 

now be the leaders in orchestrating this mood-swing. They may 

finally see an opportunity to act out their lingering resentment. 

Thus it may happen that the new CE() is rapidly devaluated and 

turns from the long awaited "messiah" into a scapegoat who is 

blamed for ail the company's problems, past and present. 

Paradoxically, usually at the same time, the regime of the 

predecessor is glorified. Given the potential for problems, this 

is exactly the period when the assistance and advice of the board 

will be most needed. 
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SUMMING UP 

The logical conclusion which derives from this discussion on 

succession is that the role of the board is critical. Obviously, 

the CEO should not be the only person involved in the selection 

process. Instead, the board should take a very active stand. If 

it does not, given the psychological forces at work, there exists 

the possibility that the succession decision may be endlessly 

postponed or carried out in such a way that the successor is 

likely to fail. 

The board also plays a key role in deciding whether an insider or 

an outsider is the right choice. If planned well, inside 

succession will not pive as many surprises and will be less 

disturbing to an organization. Unfortunately, planning for 

orderly management succession is not as common as it should be, 

particularly given the ail too human tendency to be very sensitive 

to the faults of insiders and stress their weaknesses but take 

their virtues for granted. Thus even if there are capable 

insiders around they may not be chosen. 

Given the potential for problems during the transition period, the 

board has to be particularly vigilant at the beginning of the 

tenure of a new CEO. This is usually the period when the new CEO 

needs most help. The board can be particularly helpful in 

managing the disappointment of those key contenders not chosen for 
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the outgoing CEO's job. In those instances when future 

collaboration seems impossible, they can play a role in 

facilitating these individuals' exit and help the new CE0 manage 

the process. The board should also not be hesitant to intervene 

if mistakes are made by the new CEO. It is not a good idea to let 

mistakes fester so that more draconien devisions have to be taken 

later on. The transition period is a time when the board has 

extraordinary power to shape the future of the company. 

Too many boards, unfortunately, are too ossified, incestuous or 

insufficiently independent to play this monitoring role 

successfully. Frequently, partisan politics will sway effective 

decision making with dire consequences for the organization. But 

this may be changing. The more recent development by which 

greater accountability is legally required from members of the 

board is a step in the right direction. Unfortunately, the threat 

of litigation has also caused some more capable executives to 

think twice before joining a board. A truly effective board, 

however, can play an active role in imaginative decision making 

and can also serve as some kind of personal counsellor to outgoing 

and incoming CEOs to help them work through the transition process 

successfully. 
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