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Executive
Summary

WittKieffer conducted a comprehensive survey of board chairs and CEOs at Federally
Qualified Health Centers (FQHCs) to explore their structure, planning practices, and priorities.
To enrich the survey findings, we also carried out proprietary research on the career paths of
more than 350 FQHC CEOs across the U.S.

BOARD OPERATIONS

« The top priorities among FQHC boards were maintaining financial viability while aligning with
community needs. For sustaining operations, boards must support the career development and
conduct succession planning for top leaders.

- A significant proportion (55%) of respondents perceive gaps in skills and experience among their
board directors.

« Recruitment challenges persist for half of respondents, citing difficulties in securing experienced and
interested candidates for the board.

CEO SUCCESSION

« FQHCs are experiencing a dynamic transformation, marked by a 20% CEO turnover rate in the past two
years. This transition brings forth a cohort of younger, highly educated, and diverse leaders who will be
instrumental in shaping the industry’s trajectory.

- Despite a substantial majority (61%) indicating that their organizations have either implemented or
are in the process of developing a formal succession plan, only 4% currently have a qualified internal
candidate prepared to assume the CEO position.

WORKFORCE CHALLENGES
« Prevalent workforce challenges faced by FQHC leaders include talent attraction, retention, and burnout.

« Amid ongoing staffing concerns, FQHCs need to foster a collaborative organizational culture that
bolsters their frontline staff.

« The cultivation of a positive organizational culture is a gradual process influenced by various factors,
including effective leadership and strategic planning practices.

Source: WittKieffer FQHC Executive Survey, 2023; WittKieffer proprietary research on the career paths of 355 CEOs at U.S. FQHCs,
November 2023.
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e " The FQHC Landscape

Federally Qualified Health Centers (FQHCs) play a pivotal role in the United States

1\ |~ '““unizat.io_n Statlon healthcare industry, serving approximately 30 million patients, primarily from low-

P — income, minority, or rural communities. The conclusion of the Public Health Emergency
lities (PHE) and ongoing Medicaid redetermination add stress to an already burdened
i “rit - system, with 85% of health centers surveyed by the National Association of Community
i Health Centers (NACHC) anticipating significant financial and operational challenges.!
In an increasingly competitive landscape, Boards, CEOs, and executive teams seek to
partner with both private and public organizations to share resources, stabilize their
patient base, and generate revenue. Workforce issues that must be managed include
a trend toward unionized labor, challenges of aligning clinical and administrative staff,

-_ and the need to staff virtual care and home-based services.

Strong leadership is essential, particularly in addressing such pressing issues. This
necessitates the recruitment and development of exceptional board members, often
sourced from the patient base or local community, and the nurturing of dynamic CEOs

and executives for the future. These leaders must embody traits of proactivity and

innovation, and be adept at forging partnerships with community organizations and
local health systems alike to creatively address workforce shortages and seamlessly
integrate new technologies. Swift action is imperative to address these challenges

appropriately and put FQHCs on a path to future success.

' 'Wgs




(]

F H ‘ : I e a d e r S h I Executive leadership in FQHCs is undergoing substantial change, evidenced by a significant
20% turnover rate of CEOs appointed in the last two years, mainly due to retirements and career
advancements. Diversity is prominent among FQHC CEOs, with 43% female and 41% representing

[
P r 0 f I l e ethnically diverse backgrounds. The majority hold advanced degrees—32% with a Master’s, 24% with
an MBA, and 32% with a Doctorate as their highest level of education.’
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WPT\K\I%HG /108 . ’ . Source: WittKieffer proprietary research on the career paths of 355 CEOs at FQHCs nationwide, November 2023.
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The Board

Composition

Federal regulations rigorously govern FQHC board size and composition in an
effort to ensure valuable input from patients and varied community members.
More than half of board members must be patients of the center.! While these
regulations effectively ensure the patient’s and local community’s voice in
center decision-making, the structure might limit the pool of available board
members, especially those with prior governance experience and/or critical
board competencies (e.g., in finance or technology). Training for new or existing
members can be difficult due to the fact that some individuals are constrained
by a lack of resources for essentials such as housing and child care, may be
non-native English speakers, or may be uncomfortable in formal educational

environments — all factors which can inhibit development and participation.

Given that FQHCs represent the communities they serve, the experience and
expertise of membership can vary widely from one FQHC to the next. Some
28% of FQHC leaders surveyed believe that “few” or “some” members have the
requisite skills and experience needed for their roles, while one-quarter (27%)
indicate that “most” members are equipped for the role, suggesting room

for improvement. On an encouraging note, nearly one-fifth (18%) believe all
members are fully capable to carry out their duties. Further, most boards have

a size which allows the recruitment of directors with diverse skill sets.

How many board members dare currently

serving the organization?

69%

1-10 11 - 20 Greater than 20

What percentage of the directors on your board have

the skills and experiences necessary to provide

strategic guidance and operational 27% 27%

oversight to your center?
20%

18%
8%

Few Some Most Almost all All

(1% to 24%) (25% to 49%) (50% to 74%) (75% to 99%) (100%)

More than half acknowledge a
skills gap among their board directors.

Source: 42 CFR Partblc Subpart C



FQHCs encounter formidable challenges in recruiting and nurturing boards equipped to provide
e O a r both basic governance and strategic vision. Our survey reveals that nearly half of respondents face
substantial obstacles in locating qualified and interested candidates from their local communities.

[ ] [ ]
R e C r u I ‘t I n g This underscores the need for proactive measures such as coaching and mentoring for current and

prospective board members, strategic planning for board succession, and thorough exploration of local
talent pools. It is imperative that the competencies of board members align closely with the strategic

imperatives of the organization. Achieving effective governance is an ongoing journey, requiring FQHCs
to continuously exercise their recruiting and retention efforts to ensure optimal board performance and

to build upon past achievements.

When it comes to recruiting new board
directors to your board, what are the most

significant challenges you face?

Limited number of candidates, especially among 53%
underserved populations

Candidates, especially among consumers/patients, 51%
lack interest or understanding of the role of the board

Candidates lack the experience and subject-matter 47%
expertise we seek

Ensuring board diversity 33%

Lack of candidates who raise awareness and funds 31%
for the organization

Too many competing priorities 16%

Other %

53
51
a7
E
31*
16*

!
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The Board

Operations

Survey respondents emphasized a significant focus of their boards on center operations and
strategic growth over the past 12 months, with 61% conducting financial reviews and 53% aligning

strategic planning with community needs.

While these initiatives are vital for addressing ongoing workforce shortages and financial
challenges, the data suggests that boards may be neglecting other critical responsibilities essential
for the long-term viability of their institutions. Only 24% indicated their boards had prioritized
workforce and compensation, with a mere 12% dedicating attention to enhancing organizational
structure and succession planning this year. Proactively tackling future staff shortages and
deliberating on the types of leaders required for future guidance are imperative endeavors for

ensuring the sustained success of FQHCSs!

Boards may benefit from additional governance training, such as that offered by the NACHC and
other reputable organizations, to assist in prioritizing and addressing activities that demand greater
attention. This proactive approach can better equip boards to navigate the evolving landscape

within the industry.

What activities has your board of directors primarily focused on

during the past 12 months? Please select your top three.

OPERATIONS

Financial review

Clinical quality needs

Operational performance

FQHC certification and ongoing monitoring of
HRSE requirements

STRATEGIC GROWTH

Strategic planning and alignment with
community needs

Overall governance

Growth of the organization, acquisitions/mergers

TALENT
Workforce and compensation [ i BG

Organizational structure/succession planning 12%



CEO Succession

Departure Plans
& Candidates

When asked about the future plans of their current CEOs, a third (35%)
indicated their CEO had no plans to leave. However, given the high rate
of CEO turnover today, there is a need for boards to proactively make
preparations for their next chief executive. Four in 10 (39%) respondents
noted that their organizations lack a formal CEO succession plan.

Just 4% acknowledged having identified an internal candidate ready
to assume the role immediately. This highlights a potential gap in
proactive leadership planning which could hamper FQHC efforts to

maintain strong leadership.

“ [Our] long-tenured CEO has all
of the external relationships.
[We need to know] how to address gaps of

knowledge that will be leaving with him.

Have you identified viable internal candidate(s) for the CEO role?

39% 229% 31%

Yes, but they Yes, but if In progress;
Yes, ready now need to be offered they we do not No
developed would not accept know yet

IN PROGRESS

Do you have
a formal CEO

succession
plan? YE

35%

No plans to In 3 years Not in the
depart or less next 10 years

If you/your CEO have current plans for
retirement or departure, what are they?



CEO Succession

Planning Process

Among those who had established CEO succession planning, 84%
placed responsibility for the process on the board and CEO. The primary
activities within this framework include identifying potential internal
successors (69%), defining a leadership profile (59%), and crafting

development and transition plans (45%).

A supplementary analysis of FQHC CEOs revealed a striking 69% were
recruited externally.? This trend aligns with the complex nature of FQHC
operations, where organizations often seek external expertise to bring
in fresh perspectives and move their organizations in new directions.
However, only 31% of boards with CEO succession processes include the
identification of potential external successors among their activities.
Other areas for improvement include a greater focus on internal

candidate development as well as transition and onboarding support.

Furthermore, just 24% provide individual or cohort coaching for internal
CEO candidates, missing an opportunity to enhance their skills and
connect them with influential leaders in community organizations.

This gap not only hinders the focused skill building of potential CEOs
but also limits their ability to make a more substantial impact by
fostering robust community connections, which is a crucial aspect of

organizational success.

planning in your organization?

384%

Board & Governance Committee or equivalent

CEO

What activities are included in your CEO succession process?*

69%

Identification of potential CEO successors internally

59%

Written document specifying the leadership profile of the next CEO

45%

Formal development plans for internal CEO candidates

45%

Transition and onboarding of the new CEO

45%

Assessment of internal CEO candidates

31%

Identification and hiring of potential CEO successors externally,
outside the organization

24%

Individual and/or cohort coaching of internal CEO candidates

m

Other activities

Source: WittKieffer's proprietary research on the career paths of 355 CEOs at FQHCs nationwide, November 2023.

Who is responsible for CEO succession

Other (Committees, CHRO, Chair)



Prominent workforce challenges at FQHCs revolve around attracting new talent (77%), retaining existing

W O r k f 0 r C e talent (71%), and addressing burnout (60%). Unfortunately, financial constraints are compelling several

FQHCs to implement further cuts to staff and services, thus exacerbating a detrimental cycle that

C h l l intensifies strain on organizational performance. Consequently, this poses risks to both quality measures
a e n g e S and patient satisfaction goals. A smaller, yet noteworthy, portion of respondents identified challenges tied

to proactive workforce measures, such as enhancing organizational culture (40%) and adapting to digital

technology and telehealth (19%).

In response to queries about the governance or CEO succession planning process within their
organizations, some respondents expressed concerns about staffing hindering their ability to attract top
leadership talent. This insight illuminates the interconnected challenges faced by FQHCs, where workforce

issues not only impact day-to-day operations but also influence leadership recruitment efforts.

77%

Attracting new talent

What workforce-related 71%

Retaining talent

challenges does your
60%

organization currently

Addressing burnout and improving wellness

face? Please select the 40%

tOp three Chollenges Improving organizational culture
19%

Adjusting to digital technology and telehealth

17*

Enhancing diversity, equity, and inclusion

10%

Creating education and development opportunities
for physicians and nurses

6%

Other challenges

WittKieffer // 14
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Recommendations for Leaders

REFOCUSING BOARD AGENDAS

Given the current emphasis on center operations and strategic growth, it is imperative for FQHC
boards to broaden their agendas. While aligning financial realities with community needs always
takes priority, boards should equally prioritize leadership development and succession planning.
This refocused agenda ensures long-term viability, aligning with the evolving needs of FQHCs and

fostering a balance between operational efficiency and talent cultivation.

IMPERATIVE OF SUCCESSION PLANNING

Acknowledging the substantial turnover rate of CEOs, FQHCs must recognize the imperative of
robust succession planning. A formalized succession plan, encompassing internal candidate
identification and development, is essential for organizational continuity. By addressing leadership
transitions proactively, FQHCs can navigate challenges seamlessly and ensure a smooth transition

of executive roles, safeguarding the stability and effectiveness of the organization.

BUILDING A STRONG WORKFORCE CULTURE

In light of workforce challenges, FQHCs should prioritize the cultivation of a strong organizational
culture. Beyond addressing attraction, retention, and burnout, efforts should be directed towards
enhancing the overall work environment. This can involve proactive measures to improve
organizational culture, as well as utilizing digital technology and telehealth to adapt to evolving
workforce dynamics. By fostering a positive and supportive culture, FQHCs can not only address

immediate challenges but also create a foundation for sustained workforce excellence.

SUPPORTING BOARD MEMBERS

To address time and resource constraints among board members, FQHCs can provide proactive
training and mentoring programs through organizations like NACHC, along with informal coaching
opportunities. This approach ensures boards have skilled members, including retirees, who bring
both time and expertise. This investment enhances current board capabilities and strengthens
recruitment efforts by demonstrating a commitment to supporting and developing new talent

within the organization.
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Appendix:

GENDER
Male
Female

Prefer not to answer

RACE / ETHNICITY
White

Black/African American
Multi-racial

Asian

Prefer not to answer

TITLE
Founding CEO
Non-Founding CEO

Board Chair

SHARE OF RESPONDENTS
59%
37%

4%

SHARE OF RESPONDENTS
82%
8%
6%
2%

2%

SHARE OF RESPONDENTS
4%
59%
37%



