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HIRING THE RIGHT
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
Participant Workbook
A Housing Authority Board’s Guide to Making Its Most Important Hiring Decision



Participant: ____________________________________
Housing Authority: _______________________________
Date: __________________________________________


How to Use This Workbook
This workbook is designed to help commissioners move from discussion to a practical, repeatable Executive Director recruitment and selection process. Complete the exercises during the training and retain the tools for your next search.
Learning Objectives
Define the board’s role in Executive Director recruitment and selection.
Identify the leadership competencies your authority actually needs.
Build a fair, consistent, and defensible recruitment process.
Use behavioral and scenario-based interview questions.
Recognize common bias and selection traps.
Evaluate candidates with a structured scorecard.
Use references and due diligence to validate evidence.
Transition selection into onboarding and first-year expectations.
The Five-Stage Process
	Stage
	Core Question

	1. Define the Need
	What does our authority need next?

	2. Design the Search
	How will we recruit and evaluate consistently?

	3. Assess Evidence
	What has each candidate demonstrated?

	4. Make the Decision
	Who best matches the established criteria?

	5. Launch Success
	How will we set the new ED up to succeed?




Worksheet 1 — Executive Director Success Profile

Complete this before drafting the recruitment announcement or screening applicants. Focus on the work ahead—not simply the credentials of the prior Executive Director.
A. Organizational Snapshot
	Area
	Current Condition / Key Issue
	What the Next ED Must Do

	HUD / regulatory
	
	

	Financial
	
	

	Portfolio / physical assets
	
	

	Staffing / culture
	
	

	Resident relations
	
	

	Board / governance
	
	

	Development / modernization
	
	

	Community / partnerships
	
	


B. The 3–5 Year Leadership Challenge
What are the three most important outcomes the next Executive Director must help the authority achieve?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________


Worksheet 2 — Must-Haves, Preferences & Deal Breakers
	Category
	Your Criteria

	Three must-have competencies
	1.

2.

3.

	Three preferred competencies
	1.

2.

3.

	Three leadership characteristics
	1.

2.

3.

	Potential deal breaker
	1.


Technical Knowledge to Prioritize
Circle or mark the areas that matter most for this search:
HUD programs and compliance
Finance and budgeting
Property / asset management
Development and modernization
Procurement and contracting
Human resources / labor relations
Fair housing and resident relations
Community and governmental partnerships
Other: ______________________________


Tool 1 — Executive Director Recruitment & Selection Checklist
☐  Board confirms organizational needs and search goals
☐  Job description reviewed and updated
☐  Minimum and preferred qualifications approved
☐  Compensation range and employment terms reviewed
☐  Search committee / process authority established
☐  Recruitment channels selected
☐  Timeline approved
☐  Application screening rubric created
☐  Core interview questions approved
☐  Candidate scorecard approved
☐  Interview logistics and confidentiality expectations established
☐  References and due diligence process established
☐  Final decision process established
☐  Negotiation authority established
☐  Offer / employment agreement approved as required
☐  Onboarding plan prepared
☐  30/60/90-day expectations discussed
☐  First-year goals and evaluation schedule established


Tool 2 — Application & Résumé Screening Guide
Use the same screening criteria for all applicants. Document evidence rather than impressions.
	Criterion
	Evidence to Look For
	Rating 1–5

	Scope of leadership
	Staff, budget, portfolio, organizational complexity
	

	Relevant technical knowledge
	Housing, HUD, finance, property operations, development
	

	Results / accomplishments
	Specific measurable improvements or outcomes
	

	People leadership
	Hiring, coaching, accountability, culture change
	

	Financial stewardship
	Budgeting, controls, audit, funding strategy
	

	Governance experience
	Working with boards, councils, public bodies
	

	Strategic leadership
	Planning, change, partnerships, innovation
	

	Career progression
	Increasing responsibility and coherent transitions
	


Questions to Explore — Not Automatic Disqualifiers
Frequent job changes
Employment gaps
Major career changes
Limited direct public housing experience
Unusual title changes
Departure during controversy


Tool 3 — Executive Director Interview Guide
Ask every finalist the same core questions. Use follow-up questions to clarify evidence. Select 8–12 questions based on your success profile.
Board Governance: Tell us about a time you and your governing board disagreed about an important organizational issue. How did you handle it, and what was the outcome?
Leadership: Describe a situation in which you inherited a team with low morale or weak accountability. What did you do first? What changed?
Financial Management: Tell us about a significant financial challenge you identified. How did you assess the problem, communicate it, and correct it?
HUD / Compliance: Describe a compliance or regulatory problem you have managed. How did you prioritize corrective action and keep leadership informed?
Resident Relations: Tell us about a difficult resident or community issue that required you to balance policy, fairness, and organizational risk.
Change Management: Give an example of a major organizational change you led. Who resisted it, and how did you respond?
Ethics: Describe a time you were pressured to make a decision you believed was inappropriate or inconsistent with policy. What did you do?
Communication: Tell us about a time you had to deliver bad news to a board, staff, or community. How did you approach it?
Strategic Thinking: What is an example of a long-term strategy you developed and implemented? How did you measure progress?
Development / Partnerships: Describe a partnership or development initiative you helped create. What was your role and what made it successful?
People Management: Tell us about a high-performing employee who was difficult to manage. What did you do?
Self-Awareness: Tell us about a leadership decision you would make differently today. What did you learn?


Tool 4 — Follow-Up Question Bank
Use follow-ups to move candidates from generalities to evidence.

•  What specifically was your role?
•  What did you personally decide?
•  Why did you choose that approach?
•  Who disagreed with you?
•  What alternatives did you consider?
•  What was the result?
•  How did you measure success?
•  What would your board or staff say about how you handled it?
•  What would you do differently today?
•  What did you learn?

Notes
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________


Tool 5 — Scenario Interview Questions
Compliance & Transparency
You have been Executive Director for three weeks. You discover the authority is significantly behind on required property inspections, staff morale is poor, and the board believes everything is operating well. Walk us through your first 30 days.
Evidence / behaviors to listen for:
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Board Boundary
A commissioner begins directing staff and requesting operational changes outside board meetings. Staff are confused about who they report to. How would you respond?
Evidence / behaviors to listen for:
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Financial Pressure
Midyear projections show a significant operating shortfall. What information would you gather, who would you involve, and how would you present options to the board?
Evidence / behaviors to listen for:
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Resident Crisis
A highly public resident complaint is gaining attention on social media and from elected officials. The facts are incomplete. What do you do in the first 24 hours?
Evidence / behaviors to listen for:
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Staff Accountability
A long-term senior manager is popular with the board but repeatedly fails to meet performance expectations. How would you handle the situation?
Evidence / behaviors to listen for:
________________________________________________________________________________



Tool 6 — Candidate Evaluation Scorecard
Complete independently before discussing candidates with other commissioners. Suggested weights may be changed before the search begins.
	Category
	Weight
	Rating (1–5)
	Weighted Score
	Evidence / Notes

	Leadership
	20%
	
	
	

	Housing / Technical Knowledge
	15%
	
	
	

	Financial Management
	15%
	
	
	

	Staff / Organizational Leadership
	15%
	
	
	

	Board & Governance Skills
	15%
	
	
	

	Strategic Vision
	10%
	
	
	

	Communication / Community Relations
	10%
	
	
	

	TOTAL
	100%
	
	
	


Rating Scale
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	Insufficient evidence
	Below expectations
	Meets expectations
	Strong evidence
	Exceptional evidence




Tool 7 — Bias & Interview Trap Check
Before final deliberation, each commissioner should review these prompts.
	Potential Bias
	Self-Check Question

	Affinity bias
	Am I favoring this person because they feel familiar or similar to me?

	Confirmation bias
	Did I seek evidence that supported my first impression and overlook contrary evidence?

	Halo effect
	Am I allowing one impressive strength to overshadow weaknesses?

	Anchoring
	Did the first candidate become my unconscious standard for everyone else?

	Groupthink
	Did I change my rating because I heard others’ opinions?

	Charisma trap
	Am I equating confidence, polish, or likability with leadership effectiveness?

	Prestige trap
	Am I overvaluing a prior employer, title, or years of experience?


My Evidence Check
The three strongest pieces of evidence supporting my preferred candidate are:
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
The most important unresolved concern is:
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________


Tool 8 — Reference Check Guide
References should validate—or challenge—the board’s understanding of the candidate. Follow applicable laws and organizational procedures.
1. In what capacity and for how long did you work with the candidate?
________________________________________________________________________________
2. What was the candidate’s greatest contribution?
________________________________________________________________________________
3. How would you describe their leadership style?
________________________________________________________________________________
4. How did they handle disagreement with the board or senior leadership?
________________________________________________________________________________
5. How did employees respond to their leadership?
________________________________________________________________________________
6. How did they communicate difficult information?
________________________________________________________________________________
7. What were their most significant development areas?
________________________________________________________________________________
8. Under what conditions did they perform best?
________________________________________________________________________________
9. Is there anything you would advise a new board to do to help this person succeed?
________________________________________________________________________________
10. Would you hire or work with this person again? Why or why not?
________________________________________________________________________________


Tool 9 — Final Selection Deliberation
Return to the success profile and the evidence. Avoid reopening criteria simply because a favored candidate does not fit them.
1. Who best meets our established criteria?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
2. What evidence supports that conclusion?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
3. What concerns remain?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
4. Can those concerns be mitigated through onboarding, coaching, or clear expectations?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
5. Are we choosing based on evidence—or emotion?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
6. What would make us regret this decision one year from now?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________


Tool 10 — Employment Agreement Discussion Checklist
This is a planning checklist, not legal advice. Employment terms should be reviewed for compliance with applicable state and local law, board policy, and any required public-meeting or approval procedures.
☐  Compensation and salary review process
☐  Health and other benefits
☐  Leave
☐  Retirement contributions
☐  Relocation assistance, if any
☐  Evaluation timing and methodology
☐  Professional development and association participation
☐  Outside professional activities
☐  Vehicle / travel expectations, if applicable
☐  Termination provisions
☐  Severance provisions, if applicable
☐  Notice requirements
☐  Authority to negotiate and approve final terms


Tool 11 — First 90 Days Planning Worksheet
	Timeframe
	Primary Focus
	Board Expectations / Deliverables

	First 30 Days
	Listen & learn
	

	Days 31–60
	Assess & prioritize
	

	Days 61–90
	Establish direction
	


Questions the Board Should Answer
What must the new ED learn immediately?
Who are the key internal and external stakeholders they should meet?
What issues require immediate board visibility?
What decisions should wait until the ED has completed an assessment?
How often will the board chair and ED communicate during the transition?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________


Tool 12 — First-Year Expectations
Select a limited number of measurable priorities. These should become the foundation for the first-year evaluation.
	Priority Area
	Desired Outcome
	Measure / Evidence
	Target Date

	Organizational assessment
	
	
	

	Financial priorities
	
	
	

	HUD performance
	
	
	

	Staffing / culture
	
	
	

	Property conditions
	
	
	

	Resident engagement
	
	
	

	Development / modernization
	
	
	

	Board communication
	
	
	

	Strategic planning
	
	
	




Candidate Challenge — Practice Deliberation
Candidate A — The Technician
20 years of housing experience; exceptional HUD knowledge; limited evidence of staff leadership.
Strengths:
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Concerns / missing evidence:
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Candidate B — The Leader
Strong organizational leadership and financial management experience; limited direct public housing experience.
Strengths:
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Concerns / missing evidence:
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Candidate C — The Rising Star
Eight years of housing experience; strong communicator and innovative thinker; limited executive-level experience.
Strengths:
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Concerns / missing evidence:
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Who would you advance—and what additional evidence would you need?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________

My Board’s Next Steps
Use this page to convert the training into action.
	Action
	Owner
	Target Date

	Review / update ED job description
	
	

	Complete success profile
	
	

	Confirm search process and authority
	
	

	Approve screening criteria and scorecard
	
	

	Develop interview questions
	
	

	Confirm reference / due diligence process
	
	

	Prepare onboarding and first-year expectations
	
	


One change I will recommend to our hiring process:
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
One question I want our board to discuss:
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
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