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	        Am I still the leader this agency needs?  
	             { questions for self-reflection } 

1        My On-Going Effectiveness

•	 	 In what ways will this agency be changing over the next five years? What skills will it take 
to lead those changes? Do I have them? 

•	 	 Are there new things I suspect this agency should be doing for its constituents that I just 
don’t have the energy or interest in taking on?

•	 	 What level of excitement do I feel most mornings on my way to the office?

•	 	 What new skills or better ways of doing my job have I developed over the past couple of 
years? Am I eager to learn and improve my skills?

•	 	 Do I continue to be effective in building the leadership and management skills of my direct 
reports? What new duties or responsibilities have they taken on in the past two years?

2 	    �Personal Barriers to Leaving: If it became clear to me that I should consider leaving my 
job, what personal barriers would I encounter?

•	 	 Can I conceive of a career move that would potentially excite and re-energize me? Or do I 
assume I’ll be bored and without meaning in my life?

•	 	 Do I fear I could not get another job because of my age? Do I have the skills for a different 
kind of job?

•	 	 Am I financially constrained? Do I not yet have enough set aside to retire or to work fewer 
hours and at a lower salary?

•	 	 Are the professional identity and status I have in this job so critically important to me that 
I don’t want to give them up?

•	 	 Am I concerned about leaving some things undone in the agency?

•	 	 Do I believe there is no one out there who can do this job as well as I can or could do it 
even adequately? Would the agency go into decline without my leadership?

3	    Organizational Barriers to Leaving

•	 	 Would staff and board resist my decision to leave? Might they even feel angry or 
abandoned?

•	 	 Would I be leaving the agency in less than good shape?

•	 	 Are some key managers under-skilled and dependent on my close guidance?

•	 	 Is the management team unable to run the agency for a significant period of time without me?

•	 	 Is the board up to managing a leadership transition?

•	 	 Are there funders and major donors whose support I assume is dependent on my presence?

•	 	 Are there key relationships held by me alone?
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an expenses-paid trip to Europe for a retiree who 
was fond of traveling. 

There is, however, a caveat: When a package 
involves a significant number of dollars, make 
certain to consult with an attorney versed 
in nonprofit law regarding any applicable 
restrictions on financial bonuses or gifts.

The “Founder Syndrome” Antidote:  
An Interim Executive
A founder’s or long-term executive’s professional 
identity is generally tightly intertwined with that 
of the agency he or she has created or served. As 
a result, this kind of a leader’s leave-taking often 
does not include, consciously or unconsciously, a 
complete handover of the reins of influence and 
power to the next executive.

Conversely, staff often experience equal difficulty 
in letting their long-term leaders go. Many staff 
were drawn to the agency by the executive’s vision 
and determination in addressing a social need they 
care about. They may even explicitly state that 
they expect the next executive to lead in the same 
manner and with the same immediate ease as the 
founder—an aspiration that is likely to set the 
successor up for failure.

Another sector of society has long addressed 
these dynamics through the use of interim 
leaders. Several Protestant denominations and 
other religious groups mandate that an interim 
minister must temporarily lead a congregation 
after the departure of a permanent pastor. This 
recognizes that the congregation needs a certain 
amount of time to emotionally let go of their 
pastor before it is prepared to fully embrace a 
successor. The denomination maintains a corps of 
interims specially trained to facilitate that process. 
Their work includes helping church members set 
future goals and identifying skills the next pastor 
will need to lead them toward those goals. The 
congregation experiences a different leadership 
style with the interim and can see success beyond 
the shadow of its previous pastor.

Similarly, departing nonprofit founders and their 
boards may see the wisdom in giving an agency an 
in-between period of four to six months to separate 
from the influence of a founder and to experience 
a different approach with an interim ED. If an 
agency uses an interim period to work through the 
challenges of letting go of a long-term executive, it 
reduces the risk that staff and board will reject the 
leadership of the next permanent executive.

Finding an Interim  
Executive Director

Candidates for an interim ED assignment 
can be found via formal or informal 
networks in many cities. The better 
candidates are nonprofit professionals 
who have previously been executive 
directors. Some regions have intermediary 
agencies that have recruited interim ED 
candidates and oriented them to the 
unique features of interim leadership. 
Some independent nonprofit consultants 
have made a career of moving from one 
interim engagement to another. Where 
formal networks don’t exist, the United 
Way or a foundation that funds local 
nonprofits will often know of veteran 
nonprofit leaders who can provide interim 
leadership.

An earlier monograph in this Casey 
Foundation series on executive 
transitions is devoted to the challenges 
faced by founders as they leave their 
organizations—Founder Transitions: 
Creating Good Endings and New Beginnings. 
Another monograph in the series, Interim 
Executive Directors: The Power in the Middle, 
is devoted entirely to best practices 
regarding interim leadership.
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Embracing Diversity and Difference
Several recent surveys have documented that 
the current generation of nonprofit executives is 
overwhelmingly white and non-Hispanic.5 This 
is in the face of the fact that, in terms of race and 
ethnicity, our communities and the constituencies 
our nonprofit agencies serve have grown 
dramatically more diverse over the past few decades.

One critical opportunity succession planning 
offers lies in building the diversity of an agency’s 
talent pool. As positions at various levels 
within an agency open, the chance emerges 
to recruit staff that can best connect with the 
cultures and needs of an organization’s clients. 
Board members and staff leaders have the 
opportunity to challenge their preconceptions 
about what leadership talent looks like. They 
can search for new leaders from backgrounds 
and cultures different from their own and the 
current executive’s. In pursuit of a diverse 
talent pool, some organizations will set a target 
for the number of qualified candidates they 
seek to recruit from diverse racial and ethnic 
backgrounds. The search remains open until they 
reach the target. 

Creating a multicultural organization is hard 
work. The task is more than just a matter of 
diversifying staff demographics. It sometimes 
entails tough changes and being open to 
differences in work styles rooted in diverse 
cultures. Hiring a person of color into a 
leadership position in an established agency 
where the staff and board are largely white may 
well be setting the new leader up for failure if the 
agency’s mono-cultural dynamics have not been 
addressed first.

5	  Ban, C. & Towers, M., The Challenge of Nonprofit Leadership: A Comparative 
Study of Nonprofit Executives in the Pittsburg Region. William J. Copeland Fund, 
2003. Bell, J., et al. Daring to Lead 2006: A National Study of Nonprofit Leadership. 
CompassPoint Nonprofit Services, 2006. Boland, P. T., et al, Addressing the 
Leadership Challenge: Nonprofit Executive Directors’ Views on Tenure and 
Transition in Alberta. Calgary Centre for Nonprofit Management, 2005. Hull 
Teegarden, P. Nonprofit Executive Leadership and Transitions Survey 2004. The 
Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2004.

Generational Clashes
Succession planning cannot mean training the 
next generation to lead in the same way as the 
current generation. Several studies report that 
the generations following the Boomers state a 
preference for less hierarchy in organizations 
and for leadership structures that are more 
collaborative.6 They also say they will demand 
a better work/life balance, partly in reaction to 
the high levels of sacrifice and burnout they see 
in current executives. They also expect the latest 
electronic technologies to be available as a means 
to efficiency and productivity.

Letting go and delegating responsibilities has to 
include opening up to the different ways that 
younger managers go about getting the job done, 
including providing them with the technologies 
that are second nature to them and allowing them 
to set up collaborative structures in their own 
corners of an agency.

If an existing organization cannot become flexible 
enough to change with the generations, dynamic, 
younger leaders will bypass it to start their own, 
where they can pursue their passions for making a 
community impact in their own ways.

6	  Kunreuther, F., Up Next: Generation Change and the Leadership of Nonprofit 
Organizations. The Annie E. Casey Foundation Executive Transitions 
Monograph Series, 2005. Kunreuther, F. & Corvington, P., Next Shift: Beyond the 
Nonprofit Leadership Crisis. The Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2007.
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A lthough succession planning may be a 
difficult subject for an ED, staff, and board 
to face, our experience suggests that it can 

turn an executive’s exit from a difficult challenge 
into an occasion for organizational growth and 
maturation. Every organization’s plan will be 
different, of course. Smaller nonprofits may not 
have enough personnel to develop significant 
bench strength. Founder-leaders will face a set 
of challenges that are different from those that 
confront a third or fourth generation executive. 
Many other variables, from funding sources to 
a growing need for greater staff diversity, can 
affect the strategy an organization takes toward 
an impending leadership transition. But the need 
to look ahead and prepare for eventual change at 
the top is paramount. At its very best, succession 
planning can provide an organization with a 
blueprint for sustainability that will help it thrive 
far into the foreseeable future.

Into the Future

We believe that these issues are important 
considerations not only for individual 
organizations, but for the nonprofit sector as a 
whole. The large numbers of Boomer executives 
reaching retirement age guarantee that a sea 
change in how and by whom our community 
impact organizations will be led is inevitable. 
However, change does not necessarily forecast 
crisis. Necessity has delivered an opportunity for us 
to think broadly about issues of talent management 
and leadership development as the sector has never 
done before. The prospect of a new generation 
taking the reins raises new and exciting possibilities 
for us all. Managing successions proactively will 
do more than calm the churning associated with 
present transitions; it will make the nonprofit 
sector stronger than ever.
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Learning More about  
Succession Planning

Axelrod, Nancy R., Chief Executive Succession 
Planning: The Board’s Role in Securing Your 
Organization’s Future. BoardSource, 2002.  
www.boardsource.org

Bell, Jeanne; Moyers, Richard; and Wolfred, Timothy; 
Daring to Lead 2006: A National Study of Nonprofit 
Executive Leadership. CompassPoint Nonprofit 
Services, 2006. www.compasspoint.org/research

Bridges, William, Managing Transitions: Making the 
Most of Change. Perseus Publishing, 1991.  
www.perseuspublishing.com

Executive Transitions Monographs published by the 
Annie E. Casey Foundation.   
http://www.aecf.org/KnowledgeCenter.aspx or 
www.compasspoint.org/research
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	 Wolfred, Tim, Interim Executive Directors: 
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	 Kunreuther, Frances, and Corvington, Patrick, 
Next Shift: Beyond the Nonprofit Leadership Crisis. 

Gilmore, Thomas N., Finding and Retaining Your 
Next Chief Executive: Making the Transition Work. 
Governance Series Booklet, BoardSource, 1993. 
www.boardsource.org

Gilmore, Thomas N., Making a Leadership Change: 
How Organizations & Leaders Can Handle 
Leadership Transitions Successfully. Center for 
Applied Research, 2003. www.cfar.com

 

Resources

 

Jones, Karen Gaskins, Leader Development & 
Emergency Succession Planning: An Organizational 
Planning Workbook. TransitionGuides, 2003.  
www.transitionguides.com 

Editors, Planning for Succession: A Toolkit for Board 
Members and Staff of Nonprofit Arts Organizations. 
Illinois Arts Alliance, 2004. www.artsalliance.org

Raelin, Joseph A., Creating Leaderful Organizations: 
How to Bring Out Leadership in Everyone. Berrett-
Koehler, 2006. www.bkconnection.com

Redington, Emily and Vickers, Donn, Following the 
Leader: A Guide for Planning Founding Director 
Transition. The Academy for Leadership & 
Governance, 2001. www.thejeffersoncenter.org

Wolfred, Timothy, “Stepping Up: A Board’s Challenge 
in Leadership Transition.” Nonprofit Quarterly, 
Summer 2005. www.compasspoint.org/articles

Workshop	
“Next Steps: Succession Planning for Founders & 
Long-Term Executives” is a workshop presented 
periodically by TransitionGuides and CompassPoint 
Nonprofit Services.  
www.compasspoint.org/nextsteps
www.transitionguides.com

Websites 	
www.compasspoint.org/et

Succession planning tools available for download 
on the CompassPoint website include

A template for an emergency succession plan•	
�An example of a plan for strategic leader •	
development
Surveys for use in conducting a sustainability audit:•	
- Questions to present to staff
- �Questions to present to funders and other 

external stakeholders

www.transitionguides.com
TransitionGuides provides a newsletter and links 
to articles on topics related to succession planning 
and executive transition management.
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