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Continuing Forward
Momentum
Once the board makes the
decision to appoint an interim CEO, the
board should regard interim leadership
as an opportunity. The board has every
incentive to maximize the benefit of
this leadership interval. Appointing an
interim CEO not currently employed
by the organization can provide the
board with an experienced leader who
can approach the position with a fresh
set of eyes. Appointing an insider
executive as the interim CEO brings
an understanding of current culture
along with a pre-existing relation-
ship with the board. Regardless
of the board’s selection of an
external or internal executive,
the interim CEQ can provide
a period of stability for the
workforce while a formal
search for a permanent CEO
is undertaken. With the board
as his or her ultimate client,
the interim CEO has a unique
opportunity to evaluate current
and anticipated challenges fac-
ing the healthcare institution.

for the interim CEO.

Use the interim period to create needed
internal change and empower the interim
CEO accordingly.

Ensure that the interim CEO is effectively per-

forming the job and laying the groundwork
for the permanent CEO to be successful.

Expect stepped-up communication with the

interim CEO.

The board’s responsibilities when
appointing an interim CEQO include:
e Clarify the board’s top-three
expected accomplishments of
the interim CEO. It is critical for
the board to arrive at consensus
on priorities for the interim lead-
ership period. When interview-
ing a prospective candidate for
the interim CEO position, boards
will be asked about the expected
outcomes of interim leadership. If
the board is unable to come to con-
sensus, a skilled external facilita-
tor may be helpful. (See sidebar
for examples of expected interim
CEO accomplishments.)
e Confirm the interim CEO’s author-
ity levels. The board should revisit

its CEO Authority Policy. Many orga-

nizations retain the existing finan-
cial, strategy, and personnel-related
authority levels for the interim CEO,
although often additional commu-
nication to the board about key
decisions is required during the
interim period.

¢ Articulate the board’s communica-
tion expectations from the interim
CEO. What mode and frequency
of communication does the full
board expect from the interim CEO

outside of regularly scheduled board

meetings? Is there a need for a rou-
tine touch-base with board leader-

ship? Most boards will require more

frequent CEO updates during the
interim period.

1 American College of Healthcare Executives, “Hospital CEO Turnover Rate 2018” (press release), May 30, 2019.
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The Interim CEO Role

Upon appointment, the interim CEO
should conduct an immediate organi-
zational assessment. The interim CEO
is much like an internal consultant in
performing this evaluation. The goal is
to determine needed actions to prepare
the organization for the permanent CEO.
The results of the assessment should
be shared with the board. Ideally, the
findings will confirm the previously
determined top priorities for the interim
CEO. It is not unusual, however, for the
assessment to uncover other issues
needing attention that were not antici-
pated by the board.

In preparing the healthcare organiza-
tion for its next leader, the interim CEO
is often faced with tackling difficult
challenges and decisions, such as
leadership changes on the executive
team or financial cuts. Empowering the
interim CEO to take these actions can
provide needed runway time for the new
CEO. The permanent CEO will benefit
from a clean slate to begin his or her
new administration.
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The interim CEO can also play an
important role in the recruitment pro-
cess for the permanent CEO. Of course,
the board retains full responsibility
for the search and selection process.
However, the interim CEO can serve as
an informal advisor to the board. For
example, as the interim CEO continues
to learn more about the organization
and its opportunities, he or she can
provide an opinion about the specific
leadership skills and experiential
background that will be needed from
the permanent CEO. Candidates for
the permanent position will also value
the interim CEQ'’s frank perspective on
the organization’s current situation. The
interim CEO becomes a key contributor
to the permanent CEQ’s orientation to
the organization.

As the board implements its CEO
search communication plan to key con-
stituency groups, the interim CEO is well
positioned to emphasize the board’s key
messages to internal staff. The interim
CEO can help reduce organizational
anxiety about the search by reinforcing

the board’s communication points about
the progress of the search.

In most cases, the community
engagement of the interim CEO will be
significantly less than that of the per-
manent CEO. The interim CEO will most
likely focus attention on internal matters.
With this reality, the interim period is an
ideal time for the board to target its own
external community connections.

Board Focus

The most important governance respon-
sibility is to recruit and select a CEO with
the experience and talent to lead the
pursuit of the healthcare organization’s
mission and vision. Having an interim
CEO armed with a clear board-approved
agenda will create a sufficient window
for the board to conduct a thoughtful
and intentional search for its next CEO.
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