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Presidential Search Consultants in Higher Education:
A Review of the Literature
Marcus Lingenfelter

Abstract

The American Council on Education (ACE) study on the academic
presidency reported that half of four-year college and university
presidential searches finalized in 2001 utilized the services of an
executive search consultant (Corrigan, 2002). This figure is up from
16 percent for searches conducted prior to 1985 (Ross & Green,
2000; Corrigan, 2002), and represents a continued expansion of the
executive search consultant’s role in higher education—specifically
with regards to presidential searches. Although an estimated annual
expense of more than $30 million is no insignificant sum, the cost of
a consultant is far less than that of a failed search or a bad selection.
An appointment resulting in a poor fit between the president and
the institution could result in a short presidential tenure and require
a repeat of the process within a few years. The literature reviewed
herein is focused on how presidents are selected, and specifically
on the involvement of presidential search consultants in the
process. This socially significant process conducted more than 300
times a year is an important area of research requiring a greater
understanding for the benefit of higher education practitioners and
researchers alike.

Marcus Lingenfelter is the executive assistant to the president and
director of government relations and economic development at Widener
University. He is also a Ph.D. candidate in higher education at The
Pennsylvania State University. His research interests include issues
of leadership, governance, and public policy.

Marcus LLINGENFELTER 33


http://chronicle.com

Presidential Search Consultants in Higher Education:
A Review of the Literature

Section |

Introduction

“One thing is clear: Colleges must have presidents and it makes a great
difference who they are.” — Harold W. Stoke (1959, p. 20)

The president, chancellor, or chief executive officer (CEO) of a
college or university plays a critical role in guiding the direction
and development of higher education in the United States. Those
ascending to the academic presidency assume the demanding and
often misunderstood role of running a complex multi-million dollar
organization with varied missions and competing constituencies. Of
critical import to the success of the CEO and the institution is the
transition of executive leadership.

Gilmore (1988, p.6) writes, “transitions are opportunities for
organizations to look back and look ahead, to think about their
environments and to respond by selecting a leader whose strengths
match the new challenges.” The transitional process can have either
a positive or negative effect on an institution, its constituents,

and most importantly on its newly appointed leader, depending
upon how the transition is approached and managed. Leadership
transitions, when performed properly, offer a time for institutional
self-examination, renewal, and even re-birth (Gilmore, 1988;
Moore, 2001; Neff & Leondar, 1997; Weary, 1998).

Realistically, however, governing boards often move too quickly
due to internal and external pressure to act when an unexpected
leadership transition occurs (Neff & Leondar, 1997; Stead, 1987).
Events such as presidential retirement, unexpected resignation,
or death in office can lead to a transition process being rushed,
abbreviated, or ignored entirely in the name of expediency. The
results of ineffective leadership transitions often wind up on the
pages of the Chronicle of Higher Education and other media.
Storied presidential resignations occur at institutions of all types,
sizes, and forms of control—thus, no one is immune. They are
usually the result of incomplete disclosure on the part of the
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newly appointed president or governing board, institutional
mismanagement, miscommunication between CEOs and their
boards, tyrannical CEOs, manipulating board chairs, or any number
of other horror stories that could have been avoided (Bartlett,

2003; Basinger, 2000; Pulley, 2003). Distressing as they are, these
stories continually illuminate the necessity of achieving a good
“fit” through an effectively facilitated presidential search process
(Bornstein, 2003; Moody, 1997; Neff & Leondar, 1997).

Many institutions have turned to professional executive search
firms to assist them in achieving good president-institution fit.

For example, an American Council on Education (ACE) study

on the academic presidency states that half of four-year college
and university presidential searches finalized in 2001 utilized the
services of an executive search consultant (Corrigan, 2002). This
figure is up slightly over those reported in the 2000 ACE study,
but significantly more than the 16 percent of presidential searches
utilizing a consultant prior to 1985 (Corrigan, 2002; Ross & Green,
2000). Therefore, this represents a continued expansion of the
executive search consultant’s role in higher education, specifically
with regards to presidential/CEO searches. While commonplace in
the corporate sector of America for the better part of the twentieth
century, higher education’s formal embrace of executive search
consultants began in the mid-1970s with the formation of the
Academy of Educational Development (AED) (Marchese, 1984),
the Presidential Search Consultation Services (PSCS)—which
functioned as a subsidiary of the Association of Governing Boards
of Universities and Colleges (AGB)—and Academic Search
Consultation Service (ASCS), of which only ASCS still exists
(Hartley & Ness, 1981; Mclaughlin & Riesman, 1990). Since then,
the market has expanded to include at least 13 major for-profit and
non-profit executive search firms in addition to a host of individual
consultants and smaller boutique firms (ACE, 2004; AGB, 2002).

American higher education experiences approximately 300-400
CEO searches annually (McLaughlin & Riesman, 1990; Moore,
2001). Considering the ACE finding that roughly half were assisted
by consultants, the annual total of consultant-assisted searches can
be as many as 150-200. Moreover, institutions pay fees for the
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services of consultants ranging from $50,000 to $150,000 (typically
one third of the CEO’s first year cash compensation) or more plus
expenses. While an estimated annual expense of more than $30
million is no insignificant sum, most would agree that the cost of a
consultant is far less than that of a failed search or a bad selection.
An appointment resulting in a poor fit between the president and the
institution could result in a short presidential tenure and require a
repeat of the process within a few years. Such incidents are far more
expensive than consultant fees as well as potentially harmful to an
institution’s stability and image over the short- and long-term. In
short, the cost of consultants is often considered money well-spent
(AGB, 1996; Garrison, 1989; Neff & Leondar, 1997; Rent, 1990).

America’s colleges and universities are vital to enhancing and
improving our global society in the twenty-first century (Greenspan,
2000). Therefore, the issue of who is being selected to lead our
colleges and universities becomes vitally important. The literature
reviewed herein is more narrowly focused on how those leaders
are selected, and specifically on the involvement of presidential
search consultants in the search and selection process. Since this

is a socially significant process that is conducted more than 300
times a year, it is an important area of research requiring a greater
understanding for the benefit of the higher education literature. The
following section outlines the existing literature beginning with
the issues of presidential leadership and presidential search. It is
followed by an examination of executive selection and the ever-
increasing presence of the search consultant in higher education.
The final section draws some conclusions from the literature, and
indicates prospective areas of future study.

Section 11
Literature Review

“The seeds of presidential failure and success often are sown during the
search and selection process.” — John W. Moore (2001, p. 44)

The process by which presidents come to office has been and
continues to be a subject of interest and research. A 1950
dissertation The Selection of University Presidents in America
(Powers) examined how state university presidents came to office
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during the years following World War II. While not reflective of
today’s presidential selection process, the text demonstrates that the
presidency and the process by which men and women come to hold
such an office has intrigued higher education scholars for at least a
half century.

Bennis’s (1971) intriguing step-by-step account of his protracted
and somewhat bizarre experience in the 1970 Northwestern
University presidential search is detailed in the Atlantic Monthly
article “Searching for the ‘Perfect” University President.” He
suggests that the search experience “illustrates better than fiction
the clash of formal machinery and partisan pressures in which
American university presidents are made” (p. 40). Interestingly,
Bennis’ account provides the first reported use of a search consultant
that can be found in the literature. While the consultant was
described as “coordinating the search process,” it is made clear
that a Northwestern University trustee involved in the process
owned the consulting firm (p. 41). Nevertheless, the article details
the use of a consultant and a selection committee (including
students), illustrating a move away from CEO selection decisions
made in smoke-filled rooms by university trustees without
advertising, formal process, or any involvement of other university
constituencies. Such a secretive and non-participatory selection
process was commonplace and is recounted in presidential texts
such as Stoke’s (1959) The American College President, Dodd’s
(1962) The Academic President: Educator or Caretaker, and
Bolman’s (1965) How College Presidents are Chosen. Today a
more open, inclusive, and modern process is pursued each and every
year—some with success and some not. And increasingly more
often a presidential search consultant is a part of that process.

The modern presidential search process is comprised of nine steps
originally presented by Nason’s (1984) seminal work Presidential
Search. Subsequent authors have augmented, re-ordered, and
amended Nason’s work, but it has remained largely intact. The nine
steps are (1) establishing the machinery of search and selection,

(2) organizing the committee, (3) formulating the criteria, (4)
developing a pool of candidates, (5) screening candidates, (6)
interviewing candidates, (7) selecting top candidates, (8) appointing
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the president, and (9) winding down and gearing up. While search
consultants can be brought in at any stage of a search to provide
focused assistance, the literature suggests making the decision to use
or not to use a consultant at the very beginning (Neff & Ieondar,
1997, Stead, 1987; Weary, 1998).

As the presidential search process became increasingly more
complex from influences such as affirmative action and
representative participation brought on by shared governance,
suggestions began to surface regarding the use of professional
executive search consultants (Kaplowtiz, 1986; Kauffman, 1974,
Mottram, 1983; Touchton, 1989; Rent, 1990). Moreover, new
complexities in maintaining confidentiality resulting from open-
meeting laws and new technologies further necessitated governing
boards’ consideration of professional executive search counsel
(ACE, 1996; AGB, 1997, Cleveland, 1985; Davis, 1994, Estes,
2000).

While a common fixture in the corporate world since post-World
War I1, the use of executive search consultants did not emerge
upon the higher education landscape until the mid-1970s. It was
during that time that firms specializing in higher education formed
including AED, PSCS, and Perez-Arton Consultants, Inc. (Hartley
& Ness, 1981; Marchese, 1984; Marchese, 1989a; Mottram, 1983).

The bulk of literature on presidential search consultants in higher
education is largely practitioner-oriented. Pamphlets, articles,

and a few chapters provide insights into the rationale for hiring

a consultant (Kincannon, 1997; Mottram, 1983; Rent, 1990;
Touchton, 1989), how to select a consultant (AGB, 1996, Lester,
1993), and the optimal institution-consultant relationship (Academic
Search Consultation Service, 1990; Hartley & Ness, 1981; Riesman
& Mclaughlin, 1984;). Marchese (1989, p. 5) summed it up

when he wrote “...at their best, consultants and firms lend speed,
expertise, confidentiality, and objectivity to a search process.”

Judith Touchton, former chair of the ACE Roundtable of Executive
Search Firms, provides an illustrative statement summarizing the
benefits of using a consultant in the presidential search process.

She writes, “a good consultant, wisely chosen, can be enormously
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helpful, offering valuable experience and expertise both in guiding
the process of a search as it evolves and in providing specific
services at appropriate times (1989, p. 6).” Touchton’s assertions
have been echoed by others who support the ever-expanding role
and specific benefits of the use of search consultants in higher
education (AGB, 2002; Lester, 1993; McLaughlin & Riesman,
1990; Rent, 1990; Weary, 1998).

Fortunately, three empirical studies provide qualitative and
quantitative insight into the rationale, roles, and impact of
consultants. Those studies include: Goldsmith (1989) A Study of
the Perceptions of College Search Committee Chairs Concerning
the Use of Paid Consultants in Presidential Searches; MclLaughlin
& Riesman (1990) Choosing a College President: Opportunities
and Constraints; and Tronaas (1991) A Study of the Roles, Impact,
and Trustee Satisfaction of the Consultants Hired to Assist with
California Community College Chief Executive Officer Searches.
They are examined individually below.

A Study of the Perceptions of College Search Committee Chairs
Concerning the Use of Paid Consultants in Presidential Searches
(Goldsmith, 1989)

Goldsmith (1989) compared the perceptions of search committee
chairs utilizing search consultants with those who did not. He
analyzed the extent of consultants’ use and the chairs’ attitudes
about the use of consultants. He also studied the cost of a search
and the ideal criteria to be used in a search. The sample included
four-year college and university search committee chairpersons who
had recently conducted a presidential search with a response rate

of 61.4 percent. Goldsmith revealed that nearly 64 percent of the
respondents retained a search consultant. This figure is significantly
higher than data from the most recent ACE study on the presidency
which reports that only 51 percent of four-year college searches
utilized a consultant (Corrigan, 2002, p. 43). However, that may
have been the result of sample institutions that did not use a search
consultant electing not to respond to what would appear as a rather
focused survey. Meanwhile, the ACE study of the presidency, the
only source of demographic data about college and university
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presidents of its kind, reported a four-year college and university
response rate of 82.5 percent (Corrigan, 2002, pp. 5-6).

Nevertheless, Goldsmith’s reported variances between private and
public institutional use of search consultants is consistent with
ACF’s data suggesting that private institutions are procuring search
consultant services more often than public institutions. Goldsmith
reported 60 percent of private institutions and 40 percent of the
public sector used a search consultant, while ACE reported 54
percent and 49 percent, respectively. The closing gap between
private and public consultant use is possibly a function of the
growing popularity and acceptance of consultants during the last 13
years since Goldsmith’s study was first published.

Goldsmith further reports that 52 percent of respondents who
engaged a consultant preferred that the consultant be used through
all phases of the search process. Furthermore, while 61 percent
suggested their use during the actual search phase, only 18 percent
thought it was appropriate during the final selection phase. These
figures were further confirmed with data from all respondents,
including those who did not employ a consultant, with 94 percent
agreeing to the use of a consultant providing the consultant did not
have a vote in the final selection. Goldsmith (1989, p.84) aptly states
“respondents clearly prefer that paid consultants consult only, and
not vote,” echoing sentiment that consultants not be intruders in the
process but rather facilitators of it.

Seeking differences or similarities between consultant-aided and
non-aided searches, Goldsmith discovered that the both groups
indicated their preferred candidate attributes in remarkably the same
order. They include:

(1) developing community links (98%)

(2) leadership experience in academia (96%)

(3) fiscal and budgeting ability (92%)

(4) outgoing personality (92%)

(5) seen as innovative (90%)

(6) power of persuasion (89%)

(7) earned doctorate (88%)

(8) experience working with elected trustees or board (79%)
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(9) record of vertical promotion (78%)
(10) salary in line with anticipated salary (61%).

The two groups did not agree, however, upon the importance of
teaching. For example, non-aided respondents considered teaching
experience more important than consultant-aided respondents at a
rate of 71 percent to 54 percent, respectively (p. 88). The differential
prompted Goldsmith to question the apparent business-minded
orientation of the attribute list developed with the assistance of

a consultant versus the academic-minded of the non-assisted
searches. Ultimately, it raises further questions about the kind of
search culture propagated by executive search consultants.

Lastly, Goldsmith presented additional issues of cost, ethics,
confidentiality, and efficiency. For example, consultant-aided
searches had a mean cost of $46,759 whereas non-aided searches
reported a mean cost of $22,154. Such a cost differential prompted
Goldsmith to look toward future research by questioning the value-
added by a consultant for the additional cost incurred (p. 91). As
reported, the costs of conducting a consultant-aided search have
increased significantly since 1989, largely because of larger CEO
salaries. Nevertheless, the value-added question posed by Goldsmith
warrants further investigation.

Consultant-assisted respondents reported that consultants maintain
an ethical search, and ensure confidentiality (pp. 94-95), while non-
assisted respondents contrasted those responses in the negative.

On the other hand, 45 percent of all respondents and 63 percent of
consultant-aided respondents reported that consultants increase the
efficiency of the search process (p. 97).

As the first research study to specifically address issues of
presidential search consultants, Goldsmith provides a helpful
launching point for future studies. His data suggests that consultants
were not well known or understood in 1989, especially among
search committees that had no experience with them. Replication
of his study today, some 14 years later, would provide interesting
answers to the question of how far the use of presidential search
consultants has come in the last decade.
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