
Breaking the Two-Year Cycle:

Strengthening Presidential Tenure at HBCUs

Recent studies conf i rm what many in h igher educat ion have sensed
for years:  pres ident ia l  turnover at  Histor ica l ly  Black Col leges and
Univers i t ies (HBCUs) is  a larmingly h igh.  According to research f rom
the Amer ican Counci l  on Educat ion and report ing by the Chronic le
of  Higher Educat ion,  the average tenure of  an HBCU pres ident has
fa l len to less than three years,  wi th many last ing c loser to two. For
compar ison,  the nat ional  average pres ident ia l  tenure across a l l  U.S.
col leges and univers i t ies is  approx imate ly 5.9 years (ACE, 2022) .

This shortened runway creates a leadership vacuum at Histor ica l ly
Black Col leges and Univers i t ies.  Pres idents bare ly have t ime to cast
v is ion,  stabi l ize f inances,  and cul t ivate donor conf idence before
transi t ion begins again.  The to l l  is  heavy on facul ty mora le,  student
recru i tment,  donor engagement,  and the credib i l i ty  of  the col lege
i tse l f .  The quest ion is  not whether th is cycle is  damaging HBCUs.
The chal lenge is  in determin ing how boards and inst i tut ional
partners wi l l  put  an end to i t .

Introduction



Board governance is  one of  the most
powerfu l  supports for  a successfu l
pres idency.  The best  outcomes happen
when a board and a pres ident begin wi th
shared purpose,  c lear  expectat ions,  and a
uni f ied approach to decis ion-making.  HBCU
boards carry vo ices f rom many va lued
stakeholders,  inc luding a lumni ,  local
communit ies,  church partners,  and state
leaders.  Br ing ing those perspect ives into a
common v is ion is  complex work,  and when
i t  is  done wel l ,  i t  g ives a pres ident the
runway to lead wi th conf idence.

Boards set  the tone for  partnership.  The
most ef fect ive boards establ ish a c lear
ca lendar of  goals wi th the pres ident,  agree
on how progress wi l l  be measured, and
mainta in a consistent  communicat ion
rhythm so that  surpr ises are rare.  They
keep discuss ions focused on strategy rather
than operat ions,  support  heal thy debate
that  is  rooted in t rust ,  and present a s ing le
voice once decis ions are made. Research
from nat ional  governance organizat ions
re inforces these pract ices and h ighl ights
the va lue of  a board chai r  and pres ident
who work together as a team.

The Role of Board 
Governance
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The pres ident ia l  search process is  where th is cycle can e i ther be
disrupted or re inforced. Too of ten,  searches focus narrowly on
credent ia ls,  over looking the a l ignment that  must ex ist  between
board, pres ident,  and inst i tut ion.
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The Importance of Partnership with a
Strong Search Firm

At CarterBaldwin Execut ive Search,  we have
bui l t  our  reputat ion on he lp ing boards look
deeper.  Our propr ietary 27-step process is
not  about rush ing to f i l l  a  seat .  I t  is  about
bui ld ing conf idence,  credib i l i ty ,  and a l ignment
before a candidate ever  steps on campus.  We
invest  t ime on the f ront  end to understand
inst i tut iona l  h istory,  cu l ture,  and aspi rat ions.
We meet every f ina l is t  in  person,  conduct
r igorous due d i l igence,  and remain engaged
with both c l ient  and candidate wel l  a f ter  the
hi re is  complete.

Our exper ience is  that  ear ly  a l ignment work 

Ou r

expe r i e n c e  i s

th a t  e a r ly

a l i g n m e n t

wo rk  pays

d iv i d e n d s .

pays d iv idends.  Dur ing a search,  we he lp boards t rans late miss ion
and strategy into a c lear  leadersh ip prof i le ,  d iscuss governance
sty le and decis ion pathways wi th f ina l is ts,  and establ ish agreement
on f i rs t-year pr ior i t ies before the offer  is  accepted.  Af ter  the h i re,  a
s imple board chai r  and pres ident cadence of  scheduled check- ins,
t ransparent  scorecards,  and agreed upon decis ion gates can
prevent the smal l  misunderstandings that  of ten grow into larger
f rustrat ions.  These are pract ica l  steps that  respect the board’s
f iduciary ro le whi le  st rengthening the pres ident’s capaci ty  to lead.



Breaking the cycle of  short  pres ident ia l  tenures wi l l  requi re boards,
pres idents,  and t rusted partners work ing together in a spi r i t  of
shared purpose. The good news is that  HBCUs are uniquely
posi t ioned to model  how effect ive col laborat ion can t ransform
inst i tut ions and communit ies for  generat ions to come.
 
Board members br ing deep commitment to miss ion and a profound
sense of  responsib i l i ty  for  the inst i tut ions they serve.  When that
commitment is  matched with intent ional  governance pract ices and
strong leadership partnerships,  the resul t  is  an env i ronment where
pres idents have both the support  and the c lar i ty  they need to
succeed. In that  k ind of  env i ronment,  bold v is ion and long-term
planning become possib le.
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A Call to Boards and Leaders



Foster Governance that Al igns and Supports.  

The heal th iest  pres idencies begin wi th c lar i ty  of  miss ion and
agreement on pr ior i t ies.  Boards that  work c lose ly  wi th the i r
pres ident to establ ish shared goals,  rea l is t ic  measures of
success,  and steady communicat ion create condi t ions where
progress can take root  and f lour ish.
 

Partner with the Right Search Firm. 

Pres ident ia l  t rans i t ions are moments of  both r isk and
opportun i ty .  By work ing wi th exper ienced execut ive search
partners,  boards ga in access to broader candidate networks,
deeper cu l tura l  assessments,  and processes des igned to bui ld
conf idence among a l l  s takeholders.  The r ight  search partner
he lps ensure that  a l ignment is  secured before a new pres ident
ever steps on campus.
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Foundations for Long-Term Success

Set  Rea l is t ic  Expectat ions  o f  Impact .  

Transformat ional  change takes t ime. Pres idents who are g iven
the space to l is ten,  learn,  and bui ld t rust  are far  more l ike ly to
lead meaningfu l ,  susta inable progress.  

1 .

2 .

3 .

Boards that  recognize the importance of  pacing and long-term
investment s ignal  conf idence to facul ty,  students,  and donors.
HBCU pres idents shoulder one of  the most chal lenging and
most s igni f icant ro les in h igher educat ion.  They are ca l led not
only to lead inst i tut ions but a lso to inspi re communit ies and
model  hope for  future generat ions.  Boards that  embrace
intent ional  governance,commit  to t ransparent partnerships,
and cul t ivate rea l is t ic expectat ions prov ide the foundat ion on
which great pres idencies are bui l t .
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By  c re a t i n g  th e  c o n d i t i o n s  wh e re  p re s i d e n t i a l

l e a d e r s  c a n  th r ive ,  b o a rd s  a re  n o t  o n ly

ex te n d i n g  te nu re  bu t  a l so  s a f e gua rd i n g  th e

l e g a cy  a n d  fu t u re  i mpa c t  o f  th e i r  i n s t i t u t i o n s .  

The cal l  before HBCUs today is  c lear.  By creat ing the condi t ions
where pres ident ia l  leaders can thr ive,  boards are not only extending
tenure but a lso safeguarding the legacy and future impact of  the i r
inst i tut ions.  W ith c lar i ty ,  a l ignment,  and the r ight  partnerships,
Histor ica l ly  Black Col leges and Univers i t ies can ensure that  the i r
leaders have the most important resource of  a l l :  the t ime and trust  to
leave a last ing mark.

CarterBaldwin has seen f i rsthand how strong board leadership
combined with a thoughtfu l  search process produces outcomes that
endure.  When boards and pres idents begin to a l ign and remain
committed to partnership,  inst i tut ions are posi t ioned to grow in
stabi l i ty ,  at t ract  phi lanthropic support ,  and achieve the i r  miss ion
with renewed strength.



CarterBaldwin Execut ive Search serves organizat ions that  are ser ious
about miss ion and performance. Or ig ina l ly  founded with a focus on
corporate c l ients spanning pr ivate,  publ ic,and pr ivate-equi ty-backed
companies,  CarterBaldwin has bui l t  a complementary nonprof i t  pract ice
leveraging best pract ices learned and developed in the i r  corporate work.
A h ighly exper ienced staff ,  an unr iva led search process that  del ivers
excel lent  resul ts for  c l ients,  and an except ional  candidate exper ience a l l
contr ibute to Search Done Better  for  our nonprof i t ,  h igher educat ion,  K-
12, associat ion,  and foundat ion c l ients.  
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About CarterBaldwin Executive Search

I f  you  wou ld  l i ke  to  know more  abou t  how Car te rBa ldw in  can  ass i s t  i n
you r  success ion  p lann ing  o r  pend ing  execu t i ve  sea rch ,  ema i l  us  a t
gw i l l i ams@car te rba ldw in .com o r  v i s i t  www.ca r te rba ldw in .com.

Dr.  Gerr i  W i l l iams br ings a powerfu l
combinat ion of  rea l- l i fe  exper ience,
recru i t ing and search management
expert ise,  and a dynamic leadership sty le
to her work at  CarterBaldwin.  S ince jo in ing
the f i rm, she has led h igher educat ion and
global  nonprof i t  pres ident and cabinet
searches,  partner ing with key leaders,
Boards of  Di rectors,  Trustees,  and search
committees in successfu l  p lacements.

Pr ior  to jo in ing CarterBaldwin,  Dr.  W i l l iams
served in key leadership posi t ions with both
pr ivate and publ ic inst i tut ions of  h igher

About Gerri Williams, EdD, Associate Partner

gw i l l i a m s@ c a r te rb a l dw i n .c o m

678 . 2 93 .7458

educa t ion ,  i nc lud ing  Nor th  Ca ro l i na  Cen t ra l  Un i ve rs i t y ,  t he  Un i ve rs i t y  o f
Nor th  Ca ro l i na  a t  Chape l  H i l l ,  Ou r  Lady  o f  t he  Lake  Un i ve rs i t y ,  and  the
Un i ve rs i t y  o f  Texas  a t  San  An ton io .  She  a l so  founded  a  consu l t i ng  f i rm ,
wh ich  secu red  ove r  $23M in  g ran t  f und ing  fo r  educa t iona l  i ns t i t u t i ons
and  nonpro f i t s .  D r.  W i l l i ams  ho lds  a  BA i n  i n te rd i sc ip l i na ry  s tud ies  and
an  MA in  adu l t  and  h ighe r  educa t ion  f rom the  Un i ve rs i t y  o f  Texas  a t
San  An ton io  and  ea r ned  he r  EdD in  educa t iona l  l eade rsh ip  w i th  a
spec ia l i za t i on  i n  h ighe r  educa t ion  f rom Lamar  Un i ve rs i t y .
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