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THE MOST IMPORTANT JOB OF A BOARD OF TRUSTEES IS 

selecting a president. When Beverly Daniel Tatum, Spelman 
College’s ninth president, announced her retirement after 13 years 
of outstanding service, the Spelman board launched an extensive 
process to identify her successor. The board chair, Rosalind Brewer, 
appointed me, an alumna and vice chair of the board, to lead the 
effort. The following are my insights on the search process.

Presidential searches should have two main goals. The 
ultimate goal, of course, is to select a leader who will move 
the institution in the right direction. But many overlook the 
second goal: to design and execute a leadership selection 
process that bolsters rather than undermines the institution’s 
strength. As campus stakeholders weigh in and search politics 
unfold, the symbolic importance of the journey becomes just 
as critical as its practical execution. Therefore, when searching 
for your next president, it is wise to invest heavily in both the 
pick and the process. 

B Y  C E L E S T E  W A T K I N S - H A Y E S

Leading a 
Presidential Search 
in the Digital Age

PROCESS:  
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1	 Presidential searches should have two 
goals: to select a leader who will move 
the institution in the right direction and 
to design and execute a leadership-
selection process that bolsters rather 
than undermines the institution.

2	In the digital age, the dynamics around a 
presidential search have changed. By fol-
lowing some important principles, such 
as building a strong team and engaging 
constituents, you can minimize risks and 
lead a presidential-search process that 
positively engages your campus com-
munity and successfully transitions your 
institution into its next chapter.

3	Colleges and universities appointing new 
presidents over the next several years will 
do so in the context of dramatic transfor-
mation in higher education. Investing in 
both the presidential pick and the pro-
cess will prepare institutions for the chal-
lenges and opportunities that lie ahead.

TAKEAWAYS
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A well-conceived and effectively 
executed presidential search begins with 
instilling confidence in the institution’s 
stakeholders, which facilitates the search 
team’s work by establishing credibility. A 
controversial search process sets up what 
might be an otherwise exceptional hire 
for a difficult introduction to the campus 
community, saddling her with the task 
of mending fences that were damaged 
before she even took office. Ultimately, a 
presidential search process that is rocky, 
opaque, or exclusionary—in either per-
ception or reality—fails to serve the brand 
well. 

In this wired age, the dynamics around 
a presidential search have changed. Copi-
ous information about candidates—from 
online speeches to press appearances to 
authored publications—is now at our 
fingertips. Unfortunately, people can also 
very quickly share speculation and nega-
tive views, creating the potential for infor-
mation that harms the search to go viral. 
However, by following some important 
principles, you can minimize these risks 
and lead a presidential search process that 
positively engages your campus commu-
nity and successfully transitions your col-
lege or university into its next chapter.

Plan the Process
Careful thought and meticulous execu-
tion were the cornerstones of our search. 
As search chair, I became a student of 
presidential searches. AGB’s 2013 book 
A Complete Guide to Presidential Search 
for Universities and Colleges was very help-
ful. It was also important to understand 
how  Spelman had conducted presidential 
searches in the past. What worked well? 
What didn’t? What was the political his-
tory of presidential searches at the college? 
I spoke to all of the chairs of Spelman’s 
previous presidential searches as well as 
some former trustees, faculty, staff, and 
alumnae with deep institutional memory. 
I was struck by how clearly people remem-
bered the searches for the last three presi-
dents and had lessons to impart. From 
those conversations, we gleaned ideas to 
be replicated, pitfalls to avoid, and areas 
of sensitivity for our stakeholders that 
we took into account during the process 
planning. The talks also opened a two-way 

channel of communication between the 
search chair and some of the institution’s 
most valuable stakeholders. 

LESSON: 
Doing the 
research on 
your insti
tution’s   
presidential 
search  hist ory 
will help you 
identify 

aspects of a standard search process 
that you can adjust to fit your institu
tion’s culture.

Once I understood the search process 
and its history at Spelman, I began sketch-
ing out a timeline with the board chair, 
using AGB’s recommended timeline as a 
baseline and shaping it to our institutional 
context. We presented a draft to the board 
during a retreat a few weeks prior to the 
president’s official retirement announce-
ment, and we led an executive session in 
which board members talked about the 
items that should be on the agenda of the 
next president. 

The board thought a great deal about 
the end game, specifically whether we 
intended to bring one or multiple finalists 
to campus to meet the college community. 
We knew that sunshine laws require many 
public institutions to release the names of 
all finalists. However, private institutions 
increasingly run closed searches, present-
ing only one candidate, often after the offi-
cial board vote has taken place. 

A plan to present only one finalist to the 
campus community offers several advan-
tages. First, we knew that, in this digital 
age, many high-profile prospects would 
not participate in an open search for fear 
of jeopardizing their current positions or 
signaling leadership instability in their 
organizations. Moreover, we understood 
that some would be leery of potentially 
compromising their “brand” should 
they be publicly unsuccessful in their 
pursuits. Finally, we recognized that 
the search committee, charged with 
recommending one candidate to the 
board after a thorough vetting process, 
would have the most information 
about the candidates and the most 

informed perspective on the pool as a 
whole. Campus stakeholders attending one 
event would be forming opinions based 
on limited information. If Candidate A 
performs the best during a one- or two-day 
visit, but Candidate B is actually the best fit 
for the job, how will Candidate B be viewed 
by the campus when she gets the job over 
Candidate A? How will that hamstring her 
initial efforts as president? 

Nevertheless, given the high-engage-
ment culture of the Spelman community, 
we knew that adopting a completely 
closed process would generate consider-
able but understandable resistance. We 
therefore chose a hybrid approach: invite 
only one finalist to campus, postponing 
the board vote until after the campus visit. 
This allowed the campus community to 
meet the finalist and provide feedback 
before any official action was taken. We 
shared this plan from the beginning and 
reiterated it throughout the search to 
attract candidates and give stakeholders 
time to digest the strategy, ask questions, 
raise concerns, and understand this as the 
approach that would build the best pos-
sible applicant pool. Should the invited 
finalist prove not to be a good fit during 
the campus visit, we could invite another 
person to campus. 

The search committee, however, viewed 
the need to invite another candidate as 
highly unlikely given the extensive vetting 
process that took place prior to the campus 
visit. We sent strong signals to the invited 
finalist and discussed the preliminary 
terms of a contract as a show of confidence 
and to ensure that all parties were on the 
same page. We recognized that this hybrid 
approach carried some risk: the candidate’s 
name would go viral, but without a formal 
job offer. However, we believed that this 
was a reasonable risk if it meant running an 
inclusive process that the campus commu-
nity could trust. 

LESSON: Message 
your search strat
egy early and often 
so that stakehold
ers know what to 
expect well before 
you arrive at the 
end game.

Appeared in the November/December 2015 issue of Trusteeship magazine. 
Reproduced with permission of the Association of Governing Boards of Universities and Colleges. 
Copyright 2015 © All rights reserved. www.agb.org



11N O V E M B E R / D E C E M B E R  2 0 1 5

Build the Team
The next step was to mobilize the search 
team. (A separate entity, the transition 
group, focused on planning and executing 
the thank-you and farewell events for Dr. 
Tatum and organizing the on-boarding 
process for the incoming president.) A 
smooth process depends on forming a 
highly competent group that has the savvy, 
experience, vision, and interpersonal skills 
to plan and execute it optimally. 

For the presidential search commit-
tee, it is important to assemble a group 
that brings excellent skills to the task at 
hand, instills trust and credibility among 
the institution’s constituent groups, 
works together cohesively, and can sell 
the opportunity to candidates through 
enthusiasm and professionalism. It is also 

very important to appoint people who 
will attend all meetings, read all assigned 
materials, and bring their A-games to the 
conversation. We knew that many people 
would desire or even expect a seat on the 
presidential search committee, which is 
typically appointed by the board chair or 
other nominating body. We sought to be 
as inclusive as possible, but we tried to 
avoid “obligatory” appointments. Here are 
some key questions to ask when selecting 
search committee members:
•  What technical expertise can this per-

son bring to the table? We had special-
ists in finance and budget, law, human 
resources, fundraising, and higher edu-
cation, among other areas. 

•  Are all of the institution’s constituen-
cies (students, faculty, staff, alumni, 

parents, trustees, and friends of the col-
lege) represented in some meaningful 
way? 

•  Do we have the right mix of personali-
ties? It is critically important to bring 
together smart, discerning people, but 
it is just as important that they know 
how to disagree without being disagree-
able. The search chair should not be 
bogged down mediating intra-group 
conflicts. 

•  Is there diversity on the committee in 
terms of race and ethnicity, gender, 
socioeconomic background, sexual ori-
entation, religion, length of tenure with 
the institution, etc.? 

•  Do you have confidence in each per-
son’s ability and willingness to keep the 
proceedings confidential?

T he success of a presi-
dential search can rise 
or fall on how faculty 
are engaged in the 

process. When Rollins College 
launched the search for its 15th 
president in the fall of 2014, the 
search committee, of which I 
was a member, was interested in 
balancing candidates’ desire for 
confidentiality and the faculty’s 
desire for engagement. It was 
also important to us to acknowl-
edge the shared governance 
environment that is part and 
parcel of a campus like ours.  
Knowing that we only had one 
chance to get the process right, 
we began with a survey of other 
highly selective liberal arts 
colleges. We wanted to know 
how similar colleges included 
their faculty in a presidential 
search. Here’s what we learned 
from the 14 private colleges that 
responded to our survey.

Committee composition. At 
all 14 institutions, faculty mem-
bers serve on the presidential 
search committee, making up 
29 percent of the committee, 
on average.

Position profile. At all 14 
institutions, faculty are included 
in discussions to shape the 
position profile. At half of these 
colleges, all faculty members 

are invited to contribute, while 
the other half invites represen-
tatives of the faculty to contrib-
ute.

Meeting the candidates. At 
the majority of the institutions 
(57 percent), only those faculty 
members on the search com-
mittee meet with candidates 
and provide feedback. At 29 
percent, representatives of the 
faculty do so. Only 14 percent of 
institutions invite all faculty to 
meet candidates. 

Final selection. For 71 
percent of the institutions, only 
those faculty serving on the 
search committee have a formal 
voice in the final selection 
process. At 29 percent, faculty 
opinions about candidates can 
be provided to the board in ad-
vance of board action, typically 
through faculty representatives.

Documentation. Perhaps 
most important, we learned that 
few institutions have written 
procedures for faculty engage-
ment in the presidential search 
process. That means that every 
new search raises old questions . 
One of the 14 included the fac-
ulty’s role in its bylaws. 

So what did we do with 
what we learned? We followed 
many of the good practices 
we found through the survey. 

Faculty made up 29 percent 
of our search committee—four 
of the 14. We hosted multiple 
open meetings to engage 
faculty in discussions of what 
they thought were key charac-
teristics, skills, and experiences 
of winning candidates. Different 
faculty gatherings had different 
groupings: all faculty, all under-
graduate faculty, all graduate 
faculty, all non-tenured faculty, 
all faculty holding endowed 
chairs, and so on. We wanted 
to make sure we heard from as 
many people as possible in the 
most transparent way.

Once the position descrip-
tion was created and applica-
tions had been received, the 
committee got down to work. 
The faculty on the search com-
mittee reviewed every applica-
tion and nomination. They read 
all the letters and CVs. They 
had equal voice in determin-
ing which candidates we would 
interview and which we would 
invite back for a second round. 
And, when it came time for 
face-to-face candidate inter-
views, those faculty who served 
on the committee met with 
every candidate. Their perspec-
tives were invaluable to the 
committee’s decision making.

The committee unanimously 

agreed on one candidate to 
present to the board. But, 
before we did that, we felt we 
needed to engage more faculty 
in discussion. With the candi-
date’s consent, the committee 
chair invited a group of faculty 
who represented the full range 
of departments and schools of 
the college to meet with the 
candidate. Each was asked to 
sign the same confidentiality 
agreement that all members 
of the search committee had 
signed earlier. And then we held 
our breaths. 

The committee hoped the 
faculty would see in this candi-
date what we saw in him—dedi-
cation to the liberal arts, com-
mitment to shared governance, 
ambition for the institution, and 
a vision for the future. They did. 
Their feedback to the commit-
tee chair was overwhelmingly 
positive. 

The inclusion of faculty 
in this months-long, future-
shaping process was critical to 
its success, and to the success-
ful launch of the new president 
at Rollins. When the time 
comes to conduct the search 
for our 16th president, the same 
process would be the perfect 
starting place.
—Susan Whealler Johnston

Shared Governance and a Presidential Search
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Keeping the committee to a reasonable 
number will be challenging, as there will 
be many highly qualified people who care 
deeply about the institution and would be 
honored to serve. Some institutions create 
separate search advisory boards. With a 
fairly large 15-member search committee, 
we opted not to do this. Instead, I set up 
monthly one-on-one calls with key mem-
bers of the college community to update 
them on the search and hear their ideas, 
many of which we adopted. We enlisted 
people to help us engage with their par-
ticular constituency groups. When the 
finalist visited campus, we invited these 
individuals to attend small “preview” 
events the day before the formal visit to 
provide opportunities for more intimate 
interaction. 

LESSON: There 
are many options 
for meaning
fully engaging 
stakeholders in 
a search; search 
committee mem
bership is not the 
only tool. 

In our meetings, we used the “round 
robin” technique, asking each member 
to offer his/her comments (and starting 
with a different lead person each time) 
to ensure that no one would dominate 
the conversation and to create a space for 
respectful disagreement. This also helped 
to level the playing field insofar as search 
committee members came into the pro-
cess with a range of titles, expertise, and 
search experience.

Three other entities can play significant 
roles in the search process: 

First, through a competitive RFP pro-
cess that resulted in strong proposals from 
several excellent firms, we hired a search 
firm shortly after Dr. Tatum’s retirement 
announcement. In addition to consider-
ing the strength of the firm’s proposal, 
its reputation, the quality of references 
given, and the interview performance, we 
found it wise also to consider the institu-
tions with which the firm had previously 
worked and the diversity of the proposed 
team. The firm’s network will become your 
search’s network, so ideally you will select 

a firm that has worked with both peer 
and aspirational peer institutions. Open, 
positive communication between search 
consultants and the search chair is critical. 
I talked extensively with our search con-
sultants and encouraged them to provide 
their candid perspectives. While never 
overstepping, the consultants offered 
invaluable context.

Second, we appointed a dedicated 
executive-search administrator (ESA) to 
assist us throughout the process. An ESA 
can help the search chair finalize the 
search timeline and facilitate its execu-
tion, draft correspondence and other 
documents, plan search-related events, 
manage search accounting and expense 
reimbursements, liaise with the search 
firm, and staff the search committee dur-
ing and between meetings. 

Some institutions appoint an employee 
to do this work. Given the magnitude of 
the commitment involved, and depending 
on your search design and the scope of 
your outreach efforts, it is wise to consider 
bringing in an outside party. This can help 
safeguard the confidentiality of the pro-
cess, relieving a current employee of the 
burden of having information that attracts 
so much curiosity. We were fortunate to 
be able to engage a former employee of 
the college as our ESA. This person knew 
the institution well and knew how to move 
the right levers to get things done but 
was able to offer a fresh perspective from 
beyond campus. A lawyer by training who 
understood well the importance of process 
and confidentiality, she became a trusted 
adviser. 

LESSON: For the 
search adminis
trator role, con
sider engaging a 
former employee 
who left the 
institution on 
favorable terms 
or an individual 

who has served as a consultant to the 
institution.

Finally, we convened a synergy group, 
made up of three campus officials, the 
ESA, another search committee member, 
and myself. The synergy group assisted 

with stakeholder communications, com-
piled primer materials for candidates 
and the search firm, assisted with search-
related events, and helped devise internal 
strategy. Although the synergy group did 
not have access to confidential candidate 
information, members drew on their in-
depth knowledge of the college to advise 
on how best to engage the campus com-
munity throughout the process.

Execute Wisely
With a clear and collaborative process 
plan and an outstanding team to imple-
ment it, you are ready to operationalize 
your vision for the search process. As 
search chair, I created a daily plan of 
action, informed by the search timeline, 
my weekly work plan, and emerging 
issues. On a typical day, I engaged in 
scheduled and unscheduled calls, crafted 
and polished emails and documents, and 
reviewed candidate dossiers. Running 
a presidential search entails a sustained 
commitment that can be taxing but pro-
foundly rewarding.

LESSON: No 
matter how well 
you plan or exe
cute, there will 
be challenges. 
You will make 
mistakes and 
perhaps even 
step on a few 
political landmines. You can recover.

As we executed our plan, we constantly 
emphasized confidentiality. Some might 
argue that confidentiality in such a search 
is unattainable in this wireless age. Infor-
mation that slips out can cause promising 
candidates to pull out of the process if 
they don’t trust the professionalism of the 
players, and stakeholders may respond 
disruptively to leaked information. We 
understood that we were dealing with 
people’s livelihoods and wanted to be 
respectful and careful. As in many aspects 
of the search, the search chair sets the 
tone and therefore must develop a very 
strong and disciplined filter, having sub-
stantive conversations with stakeholders 
while nevertheless protecting confidential 
information. 

Appeared in the November/December 2015 issue of Trusteeship magazine. 
Reproduced with permission of the Association of Governing Boards of Universities and Colleges. 
Copyright 2015 © All rights reserved. www.agb.org



13N O V E M B E R / D E C E M B E R  2 0 1 5

Engage the Constituents
We reminded stakeholders that the ulti-
mate authority to select the next president 
lies with the board. But we nevertheless 
recognized the intense interest in the 
search and knew that “opening the tent” 
would be extremely valuable. So how do 
you engage stakeholders without under-
mining the confidentiality of the pro-
cess or inviting too many cooks into the 
kitchen? How do you create an appropri-
ately inclusive and appropriately transpar-
ent process?

We viewed the search process as an 
opportunity to strengthen the board’s rela-
tionships with campus stakeholders and 
to create a collective moment of reflection 
on Spelman’s future. 

We sought to establish transparency 
and encourage inclusion early on by edu-
cating people about the presidential selec-
tion process. Providing stakeholders with 
an approximate timeline of the search and 
sharing some of the logic driving decision 
making allowed people to understand the 
systematic method by which the next pres-
ident would be selected. We presented a 
slide show to groups of faculty, student 
leaders, alumnae, administrators, parents, 
and staff leaders about the search and 
encouraged people to ask questions and 
give feedback. 

Stakeholders were offered four ways to 
participate in the search: attend a listening 
session hosted by the search committee 
and facilitated by the search consultants 
(we held several on campus and in four 
cities with large alumnae presence), com-
plete an online survey about the college 
and its future direction, nominate candi-
dates or sources that should be solicited 
for nominees, and attend events to meet 
the finalist during the campus visit. 

The search chair, board chair, search 
consultants, and several search commit-
tee members invested considerable time 
in campus outreach, calling or meeting 
with members of the campus community 
in order to solicit their feedback, gather 
their nominations, and connect them to 
the process. We “worked the phones,” pro-
actively reaching out to deeply networked 
members of the campus community to 
address any concerns. 

Being inclusive also involved  keeping 

the sitting president and trustees 
informed. We invited the president to 
offer a state-of-the-college presentation to 
the search committee at its first meeting, 
ensuring that committee members had 
current information with regards to col-
lege fund raising, enrollment, budget, aca-
demic affairs, operations, etc. As search 
chair, I spoke regularly with Dr. Tatum 
about the process. The board received 
regular updates through email and dur-
ing our board meetings. While we could 
not share the names of candidates outside 
of the search committee, we could gather 
nominations and listen to endorsements. 
The board chair and I also sent regular 
email updates to the campus commu-
nity, and the presidential search website 
included the search timeline, the schedule 
of search-related events, instructions for 
nominations, bios of search committee 
members and search firm consultants, 
and the leadership profile.

LESSON: 
Set a tone 
of col
laborative 
and con
structive 
dialogue 
through 

your outreach strategies. Try to be as 
openminded as possible and recog
nize that great ideas will come through 
exchanges with the campus community. 

Listen to Feedback
Campus stakeholders typically offer a 
great deal of feedback during a search. 
Having a systematic and efficient way 
to collect and review that information, 
packaged by the ESA for the search 
chair’s review, proved to be very helpful. 
We could identify in real time the ideas, 
suggestions, and areas of concern that 
were most frequently offered and adjust 
accordingly. We included an FAQ page on 
the presidential search website, address-
ing areas that had generated the greatest 
number of queries. Inevitably, tensions 
arose between the internal workings of 
the search and the desires and external 
perceptions of campus constituents. 
When they did, we tried to be as  forthright 

as possible about our constraints so that 
stakeholders could have some sense of 
why we were unable to adopt a proposed 
strategy. Adjusting our approach when 
possible increased the overall level of 
inclusivity and transparency in the search; 
it is the role of the search chair to strike 
that balance between flexibility and 
firmness.

LESSON: In 
such a moment 
of institutional 
change, it is 
important to 
recognize that 
stakeholder 
anxiety will 
sometimes be 
expressed unconstructively. Assume the 
best intentions from all involved. 

Encourage an  
IssuesDriven Search
From the beginning, we entertained many 
different ideas about the profile of the 
person who should be Spelman’s next 
president and spiritedly floated candidate 
names. We considered several talented 
people, so we knew that we needed clear 
rubrics to determine who would be 
the best person to lead Spelman at this 
moment in the institution’s history. 

We promoted the concept of an issues-
driven search, leading a dialogue about the 
key issues facing the college now and into 
the future and the strategic direction of 
the institution. We felt that if we encour-
aged the campus community to debate 
a desired biographical profile (academic 
vs. non-academic; a background in the 
for-profit vs. nonprofit vs. public sector; 
established figure vs. growing profile), we 
might make it more difficult to build con-
sensus. We would also be speaking in the 
abstract, evaluating unnamed candidates 
with one defining characteristic rather 
than taking a holistic approach to candi-
date assessment. 

Our issues-driven approach allowed 
us to ultimately focus on identifying the 
strategic challenges and opportunities 
that we believed would require the next 
president’s attention. We collected ideas 
through the listening sessions, the search 
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website, and one-on-one conversations 
with key stakeholders. Some wanted 
very specific issues addressed; others 
identified broader strategic concerns on 
the landscape of higher education. This 
process helped us identify strengths and 
opportunities that we could articulate in 
the leadership profile. Thus we wanted 
candidates—through past and proven 
experience, leadership style, and forward-
thinking vision—to fit the leadership 
profile and demonstrate how they would 
move Spelman forward. The profile 
provided our campus community with a 
clearly articulated statement of aspiration, 
helping the search committee marry cam-
pus needs with candidate backgrounds, 
skills, and expertise.

Build the Pool
Building the pool of candidates requires 
a dynamic and collaborative process that 
leaves no stone unturned. Candidates 
move in and out of the pool, so it is criti-
cal to continue engaging prospects until 
you form the right group. Using the 
leadership profile as a guide, we explored 
“aspirational” candidates with the back-
ground and experience that would be a 
windfall for the college, “strong” choices 
with excellent credentials, and “stretch” 
candidates with excellent skills but less 
experience in roles of this magnitude. 
Interviewing a range of candidates created 
a diverse pool that encouraged the search 
committee to imagine several models of 
leadership for the college. 

LESSON: Some 
unexpected, but 
not ideal, candi
dates will enter the 
search. Other can
didates who seem 
ideal will drop 
out. The pool will 

shift frequently. Your job as search chair 
is to help build the best pool possible so 
that the search committee has excellent 
options.

The Interviewing Process
The search committee conducted two 
rounds of in-person interviews, using 
questions designed by a subcommittee. 

We invited all board members to partici-
pate in the second round of interviews 
with our three semi-finalists, creating the 
first of multiple opportunities for trustees 
to engage with the president-elect prior 
to the board vote. Our interviews covered 
a wide range of topics, including the can-
didates’ backgrounds and preparation for 
the role, experience with college admin-
istration, and strategic ideas for higher 
education. We were deeply grateful to the 
candidates for their willingness to enter 
the process and were humbled by their 
accomplishments. 

Introduction to the  
Campus Community
We arranged a three-day campus visit for 
the finalist. This would involve a gruel-
ing marathon of intense engagement 
with all of our constituency groups, but it 
would also affirm our commitment to an 
appropriately inclusive and transparent 
process. Whether attending an in-person 
event, reading about the candidate online, 
or viewing a webcast of her town hall ses-
sion, everyone in the Spelman community 
could learn about the recommended 
finalist prior to the official board vote. We 
offered an online survey to collect stake-
holder feedback, underscoring that survey 
results would be one of several data points 
informing the search committee’s final 
recommendation to the board of trustees. 

As we anticipated, the news media 
reported the finalist’s name within min-
utes of the college’s releasing it. Her cell 
phone and email inbox were flooded 
with messages of support. Because only a 
fraction of our campus community could 
attend the in-person campus forums, 
many gathered their information about 
the candidate through social media and by 
exploring her online presence. By the con-
clusion of the first day of the visit, I had 
received several voicemails, text messages, 
emails, and social-media messages. This 
gave us up-to-the-minute impressions of 
the finalist, helping us identify topics that 
stakeholders wanted to learn more about 
as we structured a forum with the candi-
date that members of the campus commu-
nity could access online. 

In this sense, the finalist’s biography  
that is circulated to the campus  community 

is critically important, as it shapes  initial 
impressions of the candidate. It should 
be tailored to inform both the media and 
your institution’s stakeholders. If major 
institutional changes are on the horizon, 
emphasize the candidate’s prior accom-
plishments in leading transformation. If 
the candidate has personal connections to 
your institution or ones like it (e.g., liberal 
arts college, women’s college, HBCU), 
that information should be included. It is 
also important to present the candidate’s 
fundraising experience. Through the bio-
graphical statement, the search committee 
is not only introducing the candidate’s 
credentials but also signaling why she was 
chosen as a finalist.

The Vote
Following the campus visit, the commit-
tee reviewed the feedback, which was 
overwhelmingly positive. We met with the 
finalist to thank her for an outstanding 
campus visit and to register our unwaver-
ing support. After a unanimous vote, the 
committee presented the finalist’s name 
to the board, recommending that she be 
elected as the tenth president of Spelman 
College. 

During this very special meeting, the 
motion carried unanimously and enthusi-
astically, naming Mary Schmidt Campbell 
as Spelman College’s president-elect. 
The dean emerita of the Tisch School of 
the Arts and university professor in the 
Department of Art and Public Policy at 
New York University, Dr. Campbell is an 
accomplished scholar and a recognized 
leader in both the public and nonprofit 
sectors. Captivating the search commit-
tee and trustees from her first interview, 
she demonstrated, through her brilliance, 
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Institutional transitions can be challeng-
ing for all involved. After all, nobody 
really likes change. But done well, a tran-
sition can bring out the best in a commu-
nity, putting it on a trajectory to achieve 
ever-greater things, honoring those who 
helped set the stage while at the same 
time getting the stage ready for new 
leadership.

That’s just what happened at the Uni-
versity of North Carolina Asheville when 
Chancellor Anne Ponder announced 
her retirement in early 2014. After nine 
years, she planned to hand over the keys 
at the end of July. A search committee 
was formed, co-chaired by Douglas Orr, 
a UNC Asheville board member, retired 
president of Warren Wilson College, and 
consultant for AGB Search.  

The search resulted in the hiring of 
Mary K. Grant, then the president of 
the Massachusetts College of Liberal 
Arts. There was just one catch: she 
couldn’t start until January 2015. 
Thomas W. Ross, president of the UNC 

System, asked Orr to step out of retire-
ment and into the position. Orr found 
the presidency and governance in 
general to be a more- complex assign-
ment today than when he left Warren 
Wilson in 2006 because of what he 
calls “mega trends”—issues such as 
affordability, declining enrollment, 
changing delivery methods, and pub-
lic questioning of the value of higher 
education—that are  confronting every 
president and board.  

Plus, he knew that the transition time 
would be a critical one for the institution. 
“There is a very significant two-year win-
dow in terms of trend building,” Orr said. 
“One is the last year of the incumbent, 
in which you celebrate and have farewell 
tours. And then there’s the first year of 
the new person, whom everybody wants 
to meet. Sometimes I think boards can 
congratulate themselves on a success-
ful search, drop the president off at the 
front gate, and then say good luck!” That 
didn’t happen in this case.

Orr and Ponder met as soon as he 
accepted the assignment (and resigned 
from the board). “It was really helpful 
to have an interim for a brief time,” said 
 Ponder, “because it allowed people 
inside the university and people who 
love it and are affiliated with it emotion-
ally (alumni, donors, and others) to not 
have to let go of their love for and rela-
tionship with the previous chancellor 
while at the same time embracing the 
new chancellor.”

Orr and Ponder subsequently met 
with Grant when she arrived in North 
Carolina. But the two didn’t just set the 
new chancellor and UNC Asheville up 
for a smooth transition. “The three of us 
care so deeply about the liberal arts, and 
making sure this institution is strong for 
the long run,” said Grant. “I feel like Anne 
and Doug and I are friends for life. That’s 
a pretty special thing to have a couple of 
true friends you can turn to and problem 
solve but also give you the space you 
need.” —Julie Bourbon 

Making a Graceful Transition

vision, creativity, and grace, that she is the 
right leader at the right time for Spelman.

Conclusion
Spelman’s rich history and bright future 
fuel a highly committed community of 
students, faculty, staff, alumnae, parents, 
trustees, and other supporters. Our sense 
of institutional commitment registers at 
the highest decibels. We recognize that 
 Spelman has a critical presence in higher 
education, and its mission is still vitally 
important as we consider the work that 
remains to ensure that all individuals, 
regardless of race, gender, or class, have 
access to opportunity. 

The weight and significance of the 
search for our tenth president never 
escaped the many individuals who 
contributed to the process. We sought 
to continue our tradition of outstand-
ing executive leadership, honoring the 
transformative work of Beverly Daniel 
Tatum and those who came before her. 

We needed to do justice to the courageous 
women and men who built Spelman, 
those who support the college today, and 
those who will be a part of it in the future. 
We are truly honored to have Dr. Camp-
bell lead us into this next chapter.

Colleges and universities appoint-
ing new presidents over the next several 
years will do so in the context of dramatic 
transformation in higher education. Long-
standing ideas about the value, necessity, 
affordability, and quality of a college 
education are now openly contested. Some 
institutions will not survive—all will be 
forced to change. Boards will be tasked 
with identifying the best leaders for the 
times: individuals who can enhance the 
competitive advantage of their institu-
tions, offer energetic servant-leadership, 
and present a vision for education that is 
simultaneously global and local, future-
oriented and historically rooted, boldly 
assertive and pragmatically grounded. 
Boards must identify and attract presi-

dents who will provide inspired leader-
ship in a transforming world. Investing in 
both the presidential pick and the process 
will prepare colleges and universities for 
the challenges and opportunities that lie 
ahead. n
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