Energy and Industrial
Board Member Insights
Food for Thought on the Board’s role in CEO Succession

Egon Zehnder recently hosted an energy and industrial sector dinner in
Houston where board member attendees represented a range of business
sizes and public and private ownership structures. CEO succession was
the primary topic of conversation, with board members sharing their
personal accounts and advice. Here is our Synthesis of the conversation:
1. Get a head start. Boards should begin CEO succession planning as soon as new
CEOs are appointed. The process should be evergreen with clear ownership from
the board, which is essential to good governance.
2. P
 artner with CEOs and communicate expectations. CEO participation in
board succession planning is crucial; boards are responsible for setting this
expectation with the CEO from the outset of his or her appointment. Analyze a
CEO’s reaction to gauge additional insight into leadership qualities — strong,
confident leaders will have no problem stepping into the CEO succession
conversation while insecure leaders may push back aggressively.
3. Be thoughtful about the former CEO’s place on the board. While preserving
institutional knowledge and capabilities may be a priority, having the
former CEO sit on the board complicates the role of his or her successor. One
participant discussed the challenge he faced once he stepped into the role and
had to navigate two former CEOs on his board. Boards should maintain an
awareness of these dynamics and how they play into succession discussions.
4. S tay involved and diligent. Rotate high potentials through board meetings
so the board has an opportunity to interact with a variety of up-and-coming
leaders at the company. Some boards appoint a board member to play devil’s
advocate, or deliberately challenge a possible successor during a board meeting
to assess grace under pressure. It’s important to connect with other board
members, because a peer may need to step into an interim CEO role at any time.
5. Keep an eye on the external market in parallel to cultivating internal
talent. While developing internal candidates is necessary and often preferable,
having a market view of how certain talent compares to others will ultimately
strengthen the robustness of the process.
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6. L
 ook for opportunities for CEO successors to develop skills. Opportunities
such as joining another company’s board of directors will help a successor
gain exposure to governance, managing a board, and dealing with external
stakeholders. That said, exposure to the outside can also make a company’s
designated successor more visible, and a target for poaching. Finding the right
balance is key.
Every CEO succession presents a variety of opportunities and challenges, meaning
there isn’t one multipurpose solution. Actively pursuing talent development and
engaging in succession planning strategies early and often helps streamline the
CEO succession processes, ensuring the best candidate is selected.

Hosts

Todd Auwarter
Houston
+1 713 331 6764
Todd.Auwarter@egonzehnder.com

Roger Aguirre
Houston
+1 713 331 6790
Roger.Aguirre@egonzehnder.com

Michele Moncrief
Houston
+1 713 331 6793
Michele.Moncrief@egonzehnder.com

2

About Egon Zehnder

Egon Zehnder is the world’s leadership consulting firm, sharing
one goal: to transform people, organizations, and the world
through great leadership. We know what great leaders can do
and are passionate about delivering the best leadership solutions
for our clients. As One Firm, our more than 500 Consultants in 68
offices and 40 countries bring our individual strengths to form
one powerful collaborative team. We partner closely with public
and private corporations, family-owned enterprises, and nonprofit
and government agencies to provide Board advisory services, CEO
search and succession, executive search, executive assessment,
leadership development, and organizational transformation. We
share a commitment to and pride in doing work that contributes to
successful careers, stronger companies, and a better world.
For more information visit www.egonzehnder.com and follow us on
LinkedIn, Twitter, and Instagram.

© 2019 Egon Zehnder International, Inc.
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic,
mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise—without the prior permission of Egon Zehnder.

2

