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A C-Suite hiring mandate defines the outcomes an incoming executive must deliver, the authority they will
hold, and the constraints they will inherit. Boards should settle those decisions before approaching leaders.

Otherwise, an impressive shortlist can conceal disagreement about what the appointment is meant to achieve.

IN BRIEF

01 Define the business problem before describing the executive who should solve it.
02 Specify what must change and what must remain within the same mandate.
03 Match accountability to decision rights, resources and explicit ownership boundaries.

04 Assess leaders against agreed evidence, then carry the mandate into their first year.

01 - Business Context

What Problem Must the Appointment Resolve?

A search can begin with a title, a predecessor's departure, or a broad request for stronger leadership. None of
those explains what the enterprise needs from the next appointment or why the current approach is insufficient.

The board must first describe the business condition it expects the executive to improve.

The immediate trigger and the underlying requirement may differ substantially. A departing finance chief
might expose weak planning discipline, unclear capital priorities, or dependence on the promoter for
commercial decisions. Replacing the person alone would leave those conditions intact unless the appointment

carries authority to address them.

Begin with the decisions the enterprise is struggling to make or execute. Describe their consequences for the
strategy and operating model, then identify which require leadership ownership. Some problems call for a

senior appointment; others first require a change in governance, structure or resources.
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The board should also examine whether the remit itself remains appropriate for the next stage of the business.
A regional expansion, acquisition programme or ownership transition can change what leadership must deliver.

Reusing the predecessor's specification may preserve assumptions that no longer serve the enterprise.

02 - Mandate Priorities

What Must Change, and What Must Remain?

Continuity and transformation are useful starting points, but they do not describe fixed categories of executive.
Aleader can preserve a strong operating system while changing a weak commercial model. The mandate must

identify where each expectation applies.

Consider an illustrative manufacturing business entering an export market while protecting established
domestic customer relationships. Its incoming chief executive may need to strengthen international
distribution and management reporting. The same executive must avoid disrupting production reliability or

losing experienced plant leadership.

That brief requires evidence of both expansion and disciplined preservation. It does not require a vaguely

described reformer or a steady hand. The distinction lies in the outcomes and boundaries, rather than a

personality label attached to the executive.

Boards should name the trade-offs they will accept when these priorities compete during the appointment.

Faster expansion may require investment before returns appear. If the board expects immediate margin

improvement as well, it must decide how the leader should balance those demands.

HOW DIFFERENT PRIORITIES CHANGE THE SEARCH

Business priority

Evidence to examine

Leadership team

Decision rights

Disruption tolerance

Review standard

03 - Written Brief

PRESERVE AND IMPROVE
Protect a working system while

improving specific weaknesses

Sustained delivery and selective

improvement

Retain capability and address agreed
gaps

Authority to improve within
established boundaries

Limited disruption to protected

activities

Quality and durability of

improvement

What Should the Board Put in Writing?

CHANGE AND REBUILD
Replace an operating model that no

longer serves the strategy

Change decisions, sequencing and

recovery from setbacks

Evaluate capability against the revised

operating model

Authority to alter agreed structures,

resources and responsibilities

Defined disruption with safeguards for

critical operations

Progress against the agreed change

sequence
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The internal mandate should name the business problem, expected outcomes, protected strengths, decision
rights, inherited constraints and required support. It should also explain how the board will assess progress
against those expectations as the enterprise evolves. This document is the foundation of the search, rather than

an expanded list of competencies.

Separate requirements that are essential from those the board would merely prefer to see in an executive.
Experience in a regulated market may be essential when the appointment carries that responsibility. Familiarity

with a particular reporting tool may be developable.

Every essential requirement should have a reason tied to the mandate. A demand for prior listed-company
experience, for example, deserves examination against the actual governance and disclosure responsibilities.

Unsupported preferences can narrow the field without improving the appointment.

Record unresolved assumptions explicitly before they become hidden conditions in the assessment or final
decision. If the budget depends on owner approval, say so. If the operating model remains under review,

distinguish the decisions already taken from those the executive must help formulate.

04 - Decision Rights
Which Decisions Will the Executive Control?

Accountability becomes credible when the executive has the authority and resources needed to exercise it. A
chief executive expected to improve performance needs clarity about leadership appointments, investment and

operating decisions. Title alone does not establish those rights.

In promoter-led and family-owned enterprises, this includes the relationship between ownership and
professional management. The owner may retain strategic or capital decisions while delegating operating
authority. Those boundaries should be explicit enough for both parties to recognise when a decision requires

escalation.

An illustrative finance mandate shows why the distinction matters. If the finance chief owns cash discipline
but cannot challenge payment exceptions, the accountability is incomplete. The board must define both the

financial responsibility and the authority to enforce it.

Specify who sponsors the appointment, who resolves disputed decisions, and which matters remain reserved
for the board. Test the arrangement against a difficult operating scenario before approaching executives. This

makes the governance promise in the search brief more reliable.

Experienced leaders may examine these boundaries closely before deciding whether to proceed with the search.
The board should be ready to explain where authority sits today and what will change. An attractive title cannot

compensate for an accountability structure the executive does not understand.
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C-SUITE HIRING MANDATE
The board's agreed statement of the outcomes, decision rights, constraints and support attached to a
senior executive appointment. It guides the search, assessment and subsequent review of the incoming

leader.

05 - Inherited Conditions

What Will the Incoming Leader Inherit?

An executive enters an existing organisation, with commitments and relationships that may constrain the
mandate. Debt obligations, an unfinished acquisition, a succession expectation or a weak management layer

can shape what is achievable. The board should distinguish fixed conditions from those it is willing to change.

The brief should explain the condition of the leadership team without treating every concern as settled fact.
Identify verified capability gaps, disputed assessments and positions the executive will evaluate after joining.

This protects both the assessment process and the incoming leader's judgment.

Resources belong in the mandate alongside expected outcomes and the conditions inherited from the
predecessor. If delivery depends on investment, specialist support or revised incentives, establish how those
commitments will be authorised. A mandate built on unapproved support creates an avoidable gap between

promise and reality.

Define the transition arrangements before the board makes commitments that depend on a particular handover
or start date. The predecessor's handover, access to information and communication with the leadership team

can affect early decisions. These are operating conditions the board can prepare before the appointment.

06 - Market Reality

Does the Market Support the Brief?

A settled mandate should be tested against the executive market before it becomes a rigid specification. Market
mapping can examine comparable responsibilities, relevant leadership backgrounds and the conditions under

which executives may consider moving. Research informs the brief without deciding the board's priorities.

Compensation, location and the scope of authority may constrain which executives will engage with the search.
If the field appears narrow, examine which requirements cause that limitation. The answer may be to revise a

preference, adjust the offer, or develop capability around the appointee.

Internal successors deserve consideration against the same mandate, rather than a standard built around
external executives. Their organisational knowledge may be valuable, while their experience of the future
requirement may need testing. Familiarity should neither substitute for evidence nor disqualify a credible

internal leader.
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Where a replacement remains undisclosed, confidential search changes circulation and approach discipline. It
should not reduce the precision of the mandate. Separate information suitable for an initial conversation from

details released after interest and confidentiality have been established.

07 - Selection Evidence

What Evidence Should Assessment Produce?

The assessment plan should follow the mandate closely enough to test the decisions the leader will actually face.
Ask executives to explain comparable decisions, their own contribution and the conditions behind the outcome.

A successful business result does not establish how much the executive caused.

For a change requirement, examine how the executive diagnosed the problem, sequenced decisions and adjusted
when an assumption failed. For a preservation requirement, examine what they deliberately retained and why.

Both deserve evidence beyond a persuasive account of their leadership style.

Structured leadership assessment can connect interviews, references and scenario discussions to the same
agreed criteria. A shared evidence record helps directors compare executives without collapsing different

strengths into general impressions. It should also record uncertainties that remain unresolved.

Assessment findings can inform transition support and development priorities, but they do not constitute a
complete development plan. The incoming leader must help shape that plan after joining. The board should

preserve the distinction between evidence gathered during selection and needs discovered in the enterprise.

A mandate is credible when the board can explain both the outcome it
expects and the authority it will provide.

08 - Board Alignment
Who Decides, and How Is Disagreement Resolved?

Agree who defines the mandate, who evaluates executives and who holds the appointment decision under the
applicable governance arrangements. These roles need not belong to the same people. Their responsibilities

should be clear before the board reaches final interviews.

An interview panel should use shared criteria while retaining room to examine concerns specific to each
executive. Otherwise, directors may recommend different people because they have assessed different

mandates. The resulting disagreement concerns the brief as much as the individuals.

If market evidence reveals a genuine flaw in the mandate, revise it deliberately and document the change.
Reassess earlier executives against the revised requirement so the comparison remains fair. Quietly changing

criteria to favour a compelling individual weakens the decision record.
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Disagreement discovered during final interviews is expensive. Resolving it before approaches begin gives the
search a stable basis and executives a consistent account of the opportunity. The aim is agreement on priorities,

rather than agreement on every possible future decision.

Disagreement discovered during final interviews is expensive.

09 - First-Year Review

How Should the Mandate Guide the First Year?

Carry the agreed mandate into onboarding and review, with the incoming executive involved in refining the
delivery plan. Separate inherited conditions from decisions made after joining. This helps the board assess

progress without attributing every early result to the appointment.

Agree what evidence of progress should appear as the leader learns the enterprise and begins acting. Depending
on the mandate, that may include stronger planning, a revised leadership structure or clearer investment

choices. Financial outcomes remain relevant, alongside the decisions needed to produce them.

The board should review its own commitments at the same time as the executive's delivery. Delayed approvals
or withheld resources can change what is achievable. Where conditions have materially changed, update the

mandate openly rather than retaining expectations built on assumptions that no longer hold.

QUESTIONS ABOUT DEFINING A C-SUITE HIRING MANDATE

Must the board settle every detail before a search begins?
The board should settle the problem, priorities and authority before approaches begin, while keeping market
assumptions open to examination. A search can refine the brief through evidence. It should not quietly decide

between incompatible strategic expectations.

Can a mandate combine continuity and transformation?
Yes, when the board names where each applies and which priority prevails if they conflict. Executives can
protect strengths while changing weak systems. The assessment must test those distinct requirements rather

than rely on broad leadership labels.

Should an internal successor face the same assessment?
The mandate and evidence standard should remain consistent across internal and external leaders considered
for the appointment. Information sources may differ because the board already knows the internal executive.

That familiarity still needs testing against the future requirement.

"The C-Suite Hiring Mandate Boards Must Settle." STRANCE Leadership Intelligence, 12 October 2026.
https://strance.net/insights/what-boards-settle-before-c-suite-hiring-begins 6/7



What if the board changes its priorities during the search?
Record why the mandate changed, revise the assessment criteria and review the existing field against them.
Communicate material changes to executives already engaged. The final decision should rest on a common

requirement rather than different versions of the brief.

10 - Where to Begin

Begin With an Agreed Decision

Before launching the search, the board should be able to describe what the appointment must achieve and what
authority accompanies it. That account should survive questions about resources, constraints and conflicting

priorities. If it cannot, the mandate needs further work.

A useful first conversation with a search partner therefore begins with the enterprise's decisions, rather than
an ideal executive profile. STRANCE's executive search and leadership intelligence practice uses that context

to frame the field and evidence. The board retains ownership of the mandate and the appointment.

RELATED: C-SUITE HIRING — STRANCE.NET/SERVICES/C-SUITE-HIRING
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