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Division of duties: Association splits roles of CEO,
president

There can be many reasons for having a president as the number-two staffer, but it’s
still a rare occurrence in the association world
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Bowers

April 2, 2021
By Kathryn Walson and Lori Sharn

Ford Bowers did something recently that’s unusual for an association leader. He split his role and his title
at PRINTING United Alliance, keeping the rank of CEO but designating another staffer to be president.

Bowers said sharing the role “made a lot of sense” because the Alliance has grown so much in recent
years. Bowers was CEO of the Fairfax, Va.-based Specialty Graphics Imaging Association before its
2020 merger with Printing Industries of America and subsequent rebranding as PRINTING United
Alliance.

Bowers said SGIA had about 32 employees when he started there in 2016.

“Now we’re between 135 and 140 people. And we’ve had a couple of mergers. We’ve had a fairly large
acquisition,” Bowers told CEO Update. “It really required, I think, focused attention on dealing with the
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integration of what used to be separate companies and separate operations, more so than I could
personally devote to it and still keep my mission of being … chief strategy officer.”

Dave Leskusky, who joined the association in 2019 when it acquired NAPCO Media, is now president of
the Alliance. He also remains president of NAPCO Media, the Alliance’s independent media arm.

Leskusky

Executive compensation experts Charlie Quatt and Brian Vogel, both of Quatt Associates, said they have
seen more cases in recent years of the number-two person at an organization being given the title of
president—though usually at other types of nonprofit groups rather than at associations.

“It’s still very much a minority practice (but) I’m seeing more of a situation where you have essentially a
COO, a number two that is seen as being not quite but almost the equal of the CEO,” Vogel said.

“This is all very new, and we’re not even talking about 5%. We’re talking about the beginning of what
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could be a trend,” Quatt said. “We don’t really know. But it’s something we’re seeing a little bit more now
than in the past.”

Quatt and Vogel said there could be multiple reasons for such a move: The titles can reflect a division of
responsibilities, with one executive more internal facing and the other more external facing. Bestowing
the title of president may entice someone to join an organization or keep a person who may have
considered leaving.

At many organizations, the chief operating officer was and still is the second-in-command who runs the
place. But Vogel said COOs are often the heads of administration only, so the COO title has a little less
heft than it used to.

Sometimes the president title is employed as part of a succession plan, or with the understanding that
the president might one day be a candidate for CEO. When Mitch Glazier was promoted to president of
the Recording Industry Association of America in 2017, it was also announced that he would become
CEO in 2019 after Cary Sherman retired.

Suzanne Clark was named president of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce in 2019. The Chamber
announced then that CEO Tom Donohue planned to step down in 2022 but did not say Clark would be
his successor. The Chamber announced in February that Clark would assume the top role in March as
president and CEO.

Executive recruiter Lorraine Lavet, association sector leader at Korn Ferry, said she doesn’t often see an
organization with a CEO and, as the number-two person, a president.

Lavet said the title of the top executive is often part of an organization’s bylaws. At many professional
societies, the volunteer leader of the board has the title of president. What she does see more often is
groups that have historically had an executive director wanting to change the title to CEO when recruiting
a new top executive.

“People tend to see the CEO role as more of a strategic s<>et of competencies, more external facing.
And these roles have evolved over time,” she said.

Near-daily communication

At PRINTING United Alliance, Bowers is still first-in-command. The board of directors approved the
change in December, and the group announced it internally in January.
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The Alliance already has a COO who oversees finance and accounting, human resources and IT.
Leskusky, on the other hand, “needs to be able to speak on behalf of the association in an authoritative
fashion,” Bowers said.

Leskusky will oversee the organization’s three main areas: events, association functions and the media
company. He will be responsible for directing staff, measuring success and carrying out the strategy to
achieve goals.

As CEO, Bowers remains the main liaison to members, exhibitors and the press, and he represents the
association on Capitol Hill. He also develops strategies with the board and handles outside partnerships.

“I read the landscape. I look at the directions we need to go. I look at opportunities or challenges that we
face in the marketplace,” Bowers said.

The key to success with having two people at the top, according to Bowers: near-daily communication.

“We need the staff to understand that we speak with the same voice, we speak with the same vision. And
so many times messaging comes from both of us at the same time so that they understand that we’re in
lockstep,” he said.

The division of duties is part of a business continuity plan in case something disruptive were to happen,
but it is a work in progress.

“It’s new. We’re having to feel our way through it to determine exactly where some of the roles and
responsibilities will ultimately lie, and it’ll probably be an evolving process,” Bowers said.
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