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“Leadership transition is one of the greatest challenges and opportunities faced by an
organization. Leaders know that leaving well is the last great gift a leader can give to
the organization. Managing Leadership Transition for Nonprofits is an indispensable
guide for leaders across the sector.”

—Frances Hesselbein, President and CEO, Leader to Leader Institute

“Invaluable guidance on the most neglected topic in nonprofit management—
leadership changes at the top. A trio of very successful practitioners—with deep
experience in the full range of nonprofit roles—provides a highly readable and useful
conceptual framework and practical tools, with a focus on the essential responsibilities
of nonprofit board members. A distinctive strength of this book is that it provides
advice on both how to avoid common problems and also on how to seize the positive
opportunities that are presented by leadership transitions.”

—Rob Hollister, Dean, Jonathan M. Tisch College of Citizenship and Public Service,
Tufts University

“Managing Leadership Transition for Nonprofits demonstrates the importance of
leadership continuity. As the baby boomers retire and relinquish the reins to a new
generation, the process is as critical to the continued strength of the organization as are
the leadership qualities of the successor. There is a crisis afoot in America’s nonprofits,
and this book identifies the solution.”

—Vicki Donlan, author, Her Turn: Why It’s Time for Women to Lead in America

“Transitions of leadership are often scary and volatile moments in an organization’s
history. Yet, they can also be used as strategic moments to bring clarity to the
organization, reinforce direction, and align a new leader with the organization for the
next chapter of growth and social impact. This book captures not just the steps in a
transition, but the overall strategy to keep an organization vibrant and healthy over the
long term. It is a guide for building the foundation of a leadership culture that will
position organizations toward healthy and natural CEO transitions.”

—Ned Rimer, Co-Founder and formerly Executive Director, Citizen Schools; and
Founder & Executive Director, Chronic Care Community Corps, EDC

“The number one responsibility of a Board either for profit or nonprofit is managing
risk, and the number one risk is transition of leadership at the top. The authors have
done an excellent job in identifying a major issue for all companies and present a
roadmap that is logical, thorough, and a good approach to succession planning for
directors to follow.”

—Bud Bergren, President and CEO, The BonTon Stores, Inc.



“Managing Leadership Transitions for Nonprofits is a highly readable, comprehensive,
thoughtful, and realistic guide to the critical issue of leadership transition in nonprofit
organizations—a topic that will become even more timely as the current generation of
nonprofit leaders retires. Authors Dym, Egmont, and Watkins each bring important
and diverse experiences and perspectives to this topic based on years of advising and
running nonprofits. In particular, they do not shy away from discussing some of the real
challenges of managing a charitable organization and transitioning to new leadership.
And yet they do this while also giving a sense of how rewarding and how special the
work of a nonprofit CEO can be. The book’s focus on the role of nonprofit boards and
strategy development is especially important, and the inclusion of specific sample tools
that can be used in a change process are an added plus.”

—Beth Smith, Executive Director, Hyams Foundation

“Managing Leadership Transitions for Nonprofits is about much more than the
mechanics of the transition process. It goes deep into what effective nonprofit
leadership looks like—for the board, for the CEO, and for the board/CEO partnership.
It nicely champions the moment of CEO turnover as a special opportunity for a
nonprofit to refresh its strategic vision and renew its commitment to the leadership
excellence needed to pursue that vision.”

—Tim Wolfred, Senior Project Director, CompassPoint Nonprofit Services

“During the next two decades, the challenge of leadership transition will be among the
most important in the nonprofit world. Managing Leadership Transitions for
Nonprofits is the perfect companion to those transitions. It clarifies the problems and
provides a step-by-step guide for taking advantage of the great opportunity: to select
and align new leadership with organizational strategy and objectives. And, by the way, it
offers an excellent general blueprint for good governance and good management. This
is an important book for nonprofit boards, leaders, and staff.”

—Pat Brandes, Executive Director, Barr Foundation

“The long-term success of all nonprofits is directly tied to the selection and on-
boarding of CEOs. As the time between transitions gets shorter and the role of the
Board of Directors becomes more complicated, a full understanding of the
complexities of CEO transitions is essential. Managing Leadership Transition for
Nonprofits provides an exceptional roadmap toward success. It should find a place on
the must-read list for current and aspiring CEOs and for all who serve on nonprofit
boards.”

—Jan Verhage, Chief Operating Officer, Girl Scouts of the USA

“Having experienced transitional situations described in the book, I found myself
saying an AMEN to the analysis of problems as well as the how-to steps that can be
taken to construct an organization to achieve their objectives—and how to bridge from
the ‘old’ to the ‘new’ to sustain organizational effectiveness. The information, direction,
and guidance provided is not theoretical, but definitive and clear in the approach to
passing the torch and is on target in diagnosing problems and challenges involved in
leadership transition. The specifics provided in creating a management plan is an
invaluable blueprint.”

—Sandy Kautz, Nonprofit Management Consultant
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Introduction

There is a crisis of leadership in our country. We idealize and revile lead-
ers with equal passion. We welcome them as saviors and boot them out
as scoundrels. The crisis, however, may reside as much in our confusing
expectations as in the leaders’ ineffectuality. There may be better ways to
identify, introduce, support, and monitor our leaders that will enhance
rather than undermine their performance.

That is the subject of this book: how to manage the change from one
leader to the next in a way that gives leaders and the organizations they
serve the best possible chance to succeed.

Leadership transitions are among the most important activities in
the lives of organizations. Some people believe, for instance, that George
Washington’s stepping down after two terms in office set the stage for
American democracy. Through his action, he rejected monarchy, even
his own, and announced the imperative of orderly succession. So it is
with organizations: Orderly succession announces the preeminence of an
ongoing collective, not personal, agenda.

This is not always easy. Succession often follows conflict and confu-
sion or, as in Washington’s case, the departure of a beloved and trusted
steward. How, we wonder, will we trust anyone else? But, of course, we
must. And the way we guide that transition—the manner of our manage-
ment itself—is the key to assuring our stakeholders that the continuity of
purpose and activity will be preserved.

Managing Leadership Transition for Nonprofits: Passing the Torch
to Sustain Organizational Excellence presents an analysis of the prob-
lems that lead to frequent leadership turnover and the 
mismanagement of transitions. Ours is an aspirational portrait of how to
construct organizations to achieve their objectives and how to 
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2 Managing Leadership Transition for Nonprofits

transition management in a way that forms a sturdy bridge between the
departure of the old leadership and the introduction of new.

The Crisis of Transition
For many people, the question of leadership turnover and transition is
relatively minor and obscure—nothing to particularly concern them-
selves about. The scale of the problem along with the importance and
complexity of the cure fly well below the radar. Some think a few profes-
sional consultants should pay attention, but not themselves even if they
work or volunteer or serve on the boards of nonprofits. But for all of us
who care about nonprofits, the conduct of leadership transitions is a big
problem with a big upside if we learn to do it right. Transitions are
deserving of a great deal of our attention.

What initially drew our attention to transitions were reports of the
frequent, repetitive, and destructive turnover of leadership in the non-
profit world. Our work in executive education, executive search, and
organization development consulting put us inescapably in the path of
the storm. More formal research filled out our understanding.

Here’s what we learned.

At any given time, there be as many as 20 to 25 percent of executive
directors (called CEOs throughout this manuscript) in or near transition.
According to various sources, as many as 34 percent of organizations
have already had two or more executives in the past five years, and within
five years more than 70 percent of CEOs expect to leave their current
positions. Nearly 75 percent of all nonprofit executives will reach retire-
ment age over the next two decades (Annie Casey Foundation).1 Accord-
ing to Bridgespan, by 2016, the nonprofit sector will need to add an
average of 80,000 senior managers every year. These are astounding
numbers!

Depending on who is measuring, the average tenure of nonprofit
leaders is between three and five years. This leaves hardly enough time
to build programs, put together effective teams, and achieve financial
viability and credibility. Whatever progress leaders make in their
adopted organizations is often undermined by rapid turnover, which
inevitably proves costly and destabilizing to the organizations and to their
own confidence. With the diminishment of credibility and resources,
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each new start becomes more difficult than the one before. It becomes
harder and harder to convince funders, staff, and community leaders
that this time will be different.

A Problem of Significant Proportion
And the scale of the problem is growing. Currently, a huge proportion of
nonprofits are led by members of the baby boom generation who will be
retiring during the next decade. Tens of thousands of new leaders will be
selected by tens of thousands of boards of directors, managing millions of
staff people and serving many millions of clients.

Some of the turnover, then, is natural: people aging, retiring, and
giving way to a new generation of younger executives. But in many, even
the majority, the displaced leaders are not older and ready for the next
stage of life, and there is little about their departure that is natural,
peaceful, or productive. Many depart on a sour and dispirited note. They
have been fired or eased out, or, seeing the handwriting on the wall, they
leave while they can still command good letters of recommendation—
not necessarily given because board members believe in these recom-
mendations but because boards would like to see a “peaceful” transition
before circumstances get really bad.

Some CEOs are poor stewards, naïve about finance, marketing, and
program development and poor managers of their staff. Or, at their worst,
they are scoundrels who have embezzled money or betrayed the hope and
dreams with which they had been entrusted. For their part, CEOs flee sit-
uations that they realize are untenable: unrealistic goals married to limited
resources; demanding, micromanaging boards who raise few funds and
provide fewer connections to those who have the resources; helter-skelter
programs in search of any stray foundation dollar; and poorly paid staff
with limited experience or ability.

There are also times when long-standing leaders depart with dignity,
when illness makes leadership impossible, or when a bigger, better job
looms on the horizon—when leadership “dies of natural causes.” But,
more often than not, the actual turnover follows periods of contention,
behind-the-scenes rumors, wrangling, and accusations that divide and
debilitate the nonprofits. Transitions don’t generally begin with clear,
rational decision making and at clearly marked times. Rather, they build
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and seethe over time. One of the problems with “rapid transitions” is that
they really take place over long periods, during which ill will and organi-
zational ineffectuality build.

Much can be lost in transition. Transitions absorb time and energy
from boards and staff. They are costly. Credibility may be sacrificed.
Funders and partners wonder if the organization has lost its way,
whether it will have the ability to carry out programs, and whether it is
trustworthy. Program development tends to slow or stop, awaiting the
approval and guidance of the new leader. Staffs may grow indecisive 
or contentious without a leader to guide. Organizational memory can 
be lost.

During the transition period, conflict and chaos can sometimes be so
unrestrained that the growth of the organization is seriously impaired for
years to come. High turnover and poorly managed transitions all too often
mean that organizations develop neither stable, experienced leadership
nor the opportunity to grow in the planned and steady way that optimizes
their potential. Perhaps worst of all, some organizations may fall into a
downward spiral of events, precipitated by poorly managed leadership
transitions, and move unavoidably toward dissolution.

Some leadership trajectories play out differently. In arenas like com-
munity health and legal services, leadership tends to be long lived; some
would say it’s too long, because the length of tenure clogs the pipeline of
fresh younger minds and talents. Turnover in these stable organizations
generally follows retirement. After 20 or 30 years with one leader, these
organizations can be so set in their ways that it isn’t chaos but stagnation
that threatens. And it is hard to step into the shoes of the legendary peo-
ple who founded and shepherded their organizations through so many
good and bad times.

These days, however, frequent turnover is more often the rule.
Downward spirals are created that go something like this. The organiza-
tion experiences difficulties. Someone must be blamed; the leader is
nominated, putting her under increased scrutiny and pressure and cut-
ting into the trust and credibility that is her prime capital. As a result, she
grows less effective, fueling the inevitable movement to replace her. As
disappointed as the staff, board of directors, and funders may be in the
leader, however, they are equally anxious about life without her, and they
hurry to find a replacement. In their worry and hurry, they choose too
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quickly—a smart person, an articulate person, but one who may be not
quite right for this particular organization. Then they place an exagger-
ated amount of hope in the new leader and her ability to rescue the
organization. Almost invariably, she does not live up to the hype—maybe
only by a small margin—but staff and board react as though she has
betrayed their trust. The downward spiral continues.

There are about 1.4 million nonprofits in the United States today.
Every year another 40,000 nonprofits are created. In many cities, they
represent between 10 to 15 percent of a region’s economy, including an
important percentage of jobs and many distinctive services. Collectively,
these organizations provide a huge array of services from which local,
state, and federal governments have withdrawn in recent years. They are
the source of many of the most innovative ideas in social services, envi-
ronmental advocacy, and the arts, and they are the proving grounds for
these ideas before governmental agencies, corporations, and society as a
whole adopt them on a major scale. Nonprofit organizations represent
both an advanced guard and a sustained voice for social justice. Ever
since the nineteenth century, when Alexis de Tocqueville celebrated
America’s “voluntary societies,” nonprofits have been the signature and
one of the great bastions of our free society. Allowing them to weaken
would be a national disaster.

At the same time, the proliferation of nonprofits during the past cou-
ple of decades has created problems. The majority, for example, are
small, with revenues between $50,000 and $250,000 and staffs of two to
six. They provide limited resources with which CEOs can build pro-
grams, staff, or infrastructure. It is hard to succeed in these organizations
whose boards tend either toward a “rubber stamp” approach—“friends
of Sarah”—with little accountability from the CEO or toward opera-
tional boards. Founding boards, for example, often have to roll up their
sleeves to stuff envelopes, market services, and manage staff and are
reluctant to yield control to anyone, including the CEO. In such cases,
control problems naturally arise. Inexperience on the part of both boards
and CEOs can exacerbate these control problems. They don’t know what
responsibility belongs to whom. They haven’t lived and worked their
ways through crises. They don’t know what an effective relationship
between the board and the CEO looks like.

The clash of inexperienced, not-so-confident forces—board presi-
dents and CEOs—can provide a flammable mix. Without experience,
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each event, each challenge can take on a magnified appearance. In the
best of situations, CEOs and board presidents balance and complement
one another. Problems arise, and in the worst of situations, one person’s
anxieties fuel the other’s anxieties, and one person’s criticism leads to
defensive responses from the other.

With relatively green CEOs and board presidents, there is a good
likelihood of escalating levels of concern and conflict. Our research find-
ings, then, should come as no surprise: Conflict between these two piv-
otal players may be the most influential cause of leadership turnover. If
no lessons are learned with the first transition, this result is likely to
repeat itself—the downward spiral mentioned previously. As a result,
much too little leadership capital is built.

One hidden but significant victim of the trend toward rapid leader-
ship turnover is leadership itself. There is little time for leadership to
grow and ripen. It is rare that skilled leadership emerges full blown.
There are those rare beings that had “it” from the start. They were pres-
idents of the homerooms and high school classes—centers of attention in
any room they entered. But most people take time to build the skills,
confidence, maturity, or even self-image to lead others in effective and
sustained ways.

During workshops with people currently in leadership positions, we
have asked for a show of hands on who frequently feels like an impostor.
Almost everyone raises their hands, expressing more relief at the com-
pany than embarrassment at being found out. At the Institute for Non-
profit Management and Leadership at Boston University, whose
students are already practicing nonprofit executives, the biggest gain
they report is in their level of confidence. Even when these executives
are skilled—say in the creation and management of budgets—they tend
to feel insecure in their knowledge.

Unlike business leaders who have taken the MBA path, many lead-
ers of small to medium-sized nonprofits have had few objective stan-
dards by which to measure themselves. Although an increasing number
of nonprofit executives do have MBAs, many are self-taught or taught by
others like them. They have “built their ships while they sailed” and may
not fully trust the lessons they have learned. They are often extraordinary
people who have made do with much less than their corporate counter-
parts or even than their peers in large nonprofits. But they don’t always
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know how talented they are, and they don’t always have the specific
training to help realize their talent.

Peter Drucker, a father of management theory and practice, sang the
praises of nonprofit leaders—at the same time, tweaking arrogant corpo-
rate executives—when he called Frances Hesselbein, the then-CEO of
Girl Scouts of the USA, the best leader in America. Bridgespan, the non-
profit consulting organization created out of Bain Consulting and Har-
vard Business School, implies the same when it says that nonprofit
management is more complicated than corporate management. Corpo-
rations have only to please their customers and thereby their stockhold-
ers. Nonprofits have very different types of customers: the people they
serve and the funders they have to woo with equal or even greater zeal.
Top-notch nonprofit leaders who are able to manage both markets would
be top of the line in any field. But this does not hold for all nonprofit
leaders. Many find the complexity and extent of their work daunting.

The same is true for the volunteer leaders who form the boards of
small to middle-sized nonprofits and are inexperienced and uneducated
in the work of boards. Many have never served on boards before. Indi-
vidual members might have experience and skills in management, but
program or financial management is different from board leadership.
Few have chaired boards, with their complex and demanding charge that
minimally includes fiduciary oversight, strategy, and policy formation
along with hiring, firing, and managing the CEO. Board presidents raise
money themselves, connect CEOs to people of influence and wealth,
and generally serve as all-purpose advisors to CEOs. It can be and often
is a 15 to 30 hour a week job on top of their day job. And, even more than
CEOs, many board presidents conduct their job by feel, with little to no
formal education in mentoring or coaching to help them. As a result,
they may lack clarity and confidence.

Collective leadership on boards is another kind of animal altogether.
In fact, it is often the inability of boards to act in concert, to provide coor-
dinated guidance to CEOs, that creates problems that weaken leader-
ship. CEOs, for instance, often enough get caught between differing or
conflicting board factions. Some boards drive CEOs crazy through their
micromanagement—insisting on attention to and participation in the
smallest details. Others act the role of loyal supporters: “Whatever Tom
thinks is right is right by me.” In the first case, control struggles tend to
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emerge. In the second, lax program and financial management is over-
looked until crises occur. It is the combustible mix of inexperienced
CEOs and their boards that leads most often to leadership turnover.

Boards During Transition
During transition periods, boards take on a more direct leadership role.
They write the job description for the next CEO. What, after all, is an
executive job description—or what should it be—but a statement of the
organization’s objectives and strategies and how the board expects the
new leader to carry them out? At the same time, boards must manage
senior staff so that programs continue as smoothly as possible and finan-
cial accountability is maintained so that staff can feel secure enough to
perform their job in the absence of executive leadership. And boards
have to create effective communications with all the organization’s stake-
holders—clients, staff, funders, community supporters—assuring all that
the organizational agenda will survive and thrive despite the departure of
the current leader.

The more we focused on the critically important role of boards dur-
ing the transition process and throughout, the more we realized that our
book is largely about volunteer leadership: how to work effectively dur-
ing the transition stage and how to be effective through what we call the
cycle of leadership. By that, we mean the stages leaders pass through,
from the honeymoon to vulnerability to a kind of mature confidence.

Even among relatively experienced people, leadership capacity in
any single organization takes time to develop. New CEOs have to under-
stand the levers of power. They have to create alliances with stakeholders
to build programs and raise money. To make these alliances, new leaders
have to figure out how to fit into the organizational culture. They have to
build trust and credibility to have people come along on the journey—
particularly in nonprofits, where financial incentives (high salaries and
performance bonuses) are largely absent. It takes time to be a truly effec-
tive nonprofit leader. Rapid turnover robs leaders and organizations of
that time, ultimately creating stagnation. From one transition to the next,
organizations too often tread water instead of reaching toward their
potential.

The absence of sufficient leadership development in the nonprofit
sector is no secret. Almost all the foundations that invest in nonprofits
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acknowledge the dilemma. Sometimes they wring their hands in anguish
but don’t quite know what to do about it, suggesting, for example, that
organizations merge so that scale will produce opportunity for leadership
development. They also know that boards of directors often represent
part of the problem. They willingly fund board development training,
which sometimes proves extraordinarily effective but more often trends
toward interventions with too little “dosage.”

There are few sustained or substantial programs for board leaders,
although their skills and knowledge essentially make or break the effec-
tiveness of leadership transitions. Ironically, they are the neglected ele-
ment in the leadership transition. In many ways, this book is for them.
The transition period is the one in which they are front and center. They
must shine. They must set the stage for all that follows.

Keeping Pace
This is the dramatic problem that brought us to the subject of leadership
transition. The more we looked, however, the more we saw rapid
turnover and poorly managed transitions as manifestations of more gen-
eral problems in nonprofit leadership, both professional and volunteer.
And, because frequent turnover broadly stunts the stable development
of leadership, we believe the whole nonprofit sector cannot grow as
strong as it might without the emergence of skillful, experienced leaders.

All too often, the management approach to leadership turnover is
rushed, remedial, and reactive. As an antidote, we will propose an
approach that is careful, strategic, and forward looking. We emphasize
the transformational potential of professionalizing the transition process.
We are talking about good leadership, in general, not just good transition
leadership. The model we have built for leadership transition, then,
extends beyond the transition period and throughout the lifetime of a
leader’s tenure.

As we noted, nonprofit organizations have been proliferating at such
a rapid rate that it has been impossible for leadership capacity to keep
pace. The primary source of feedback to CEOs should be boards of
directors. After all, their mandate is threefold. First is fiduciary responsi-
bility: holding the executive accountable and providing feedback in the
management of organizational finances. Second is policy and strategy—
that is, the framing of the organization’s mission, vision, and strategy and
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holding executives accountable for executing the strategic plans. Third,
boards hire, fire, and manage the executive. This includes yearly per-
formance reviews, but more importantly, it includes an ongoing dialogue
on how well the organization, under the executive’s leadership, is meet-
ing its objectives.

Reconceiving Leadership Transition and Its
Management
Organizations traditionally view leadership transition from a linear short
circuited perspective. It is assumed that a leader can transition in or out
of the organization without creating holistic change throughout the
organization. When a board receives a resignation from a CEO, most
often the transition is seen as a finite task. They attempt to find the right
person to replace the CEO as quickly and efficiently as possible. The
board then hopes that this person can be inserted into the organization
without impact on systems, volunteers, or the larger community. In real-
ity, the transition of leadership is a catalyst for seismic changes through-
out every aspect of the “living, breathing organism” we know of as “the
organization.” The new leader has to come to an understanding of the
organization’s strengths, weaknesses, and strategic perspectives. They
have to weave their leadership into the collective roles of the leadership
team while honoring or negotiating around the organization’s culture.
The new leader has to earn the right to be trusted by the board, the staff,
volunteers, and the community, to name a few of the tasks that create an
effective transition. In this section we describe a shift in thinking from
the linear task-oriented transitions currently used by organizations; and
we broaden the transition process to include a continuous growth
process for the leadership and the organization. Process takes time and
attention at all levels of the community.

The Problem with Current

The mismanagement of leadership transitions has tended to compound
and exacerbate the problems that have led to them. Why? Because man-
agement generally takes a narrow, remedial view, often in the mood of
crisis. More often than not, leadership transitions focus almost exclu-
sively on the search process, not enough on the direction they want the
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organization to move and the style in which they want to move it. They
tend to rush, correctly nervous about all that can be lost during the tran-
sition but, rather than manage the transition to preserve the organization
and separately take time with the search, they rush to find a savior.

Participation in the search process is often confined to a few people.
When that is so, information is limited and lost, and communication is
poor. Staff, clients, and funders grow nervous within the vacuum of
information, make up stories, and pass them around. Rumors abound,
creating fires that have to be put out.

Then, once the new leader is chosen, the organization is handed off
like a colicky baby—“Here, you take her!” The search process may have
lasted longer than expected. The board is exhausted and feeling out of its
depth, almost irritated that the new leader has taken so long to enter the
scene. In this scenario, boards often act like neglectful parents, failing to
exercise even the minimum of oversight. Alternatively, they are so
pleased with their choice that they confidently hand off the organization
to their knight in shining armor, fully expecting that she will repair what
has been lost and bring the organization back to lost glories.

Now a honeymoon stage begins, generally, with little accountability
between boards and new leaders—and with equally little support. With
time, the exuberance and optimism begin to ebb. Cracks emerge: Finan-
cial reports are not as positive as they might be; program development is
slower than expected; fundraising is uninspired. The board, who had put
too much faith in the leader, then tends to overreact. It grows critical,
pulls in the reins too hard, and speculates about the need for new leader-
ship. Mistrust and conflict build.

In other words, the downward spiral that we mentioned at the begin-
ning of the chapter is virtually built in from the beginning of the new
leader’s tenure. It is built in because inadequate attention is paid to the
period that follows the introduction of the new leader. The cycle leading
to the need for another transition is built into the beginnings.

The Opportunity

In spite of and often because of all the sturm und drang that surrounds
leadership turnover and transition, it also presents a unique opportunity
for organizations. It may be the only time—except during an extensive
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and creative strategic planning project—that organizations not only have
the opportunity but are charged with the task of reviewing their mission
and objectives, their strategy and capacity, their resources and standing
in the world. To select a new leader, organizations must ask: to do what?
How best might a leader succeed within the constraints and the opportu-
nities presented by this organization? In this market? Who is the best
kind of leader for us? How should we relate to this leader?

In effect, leadership transitions present both the opportunity and the
requirement for getting one’s house in order. How can you select a new
leader without knowing where you want that person to lead or what
resources are available? The type of resources—people, finance, infra-
structure, partnerships—you have tells you a great deal about the kind of
leader you should pick. If you are poor, for example, you may want to
choose someone who can do with less, an improvisational person, an
unspoiled person, a person who can turn around declining staff morale.
Or you may select a relatively unambitious leader, someone with not so
much to prove, someone who is happy to be the steward of a stable
organization and doesn’t need to build a giant. The opposite is also true.
If resources are plentiful and the will is there, you might look for a leader
who has built organizations before, who can seize the moment to rapidly
take you to the next level. What a tremendous intervention it can be to
select just the right person for this moment in the organization’s history.

Transition as Crisis

Leadership transition means replacing one seemingly irreplaceable per-
son with another, a move that requires everyone else to reorient their
work, thinking, and relationships to adjust to this change. As a result, all
leadership transitions can be considered crises. Organizations in crisis
are temporarily off balance, understandably confused, and somewhat
disorganized. They make us uncomfortable, and we almost never seek
them out. But, they are a fact and a force of nature, as much a part of our
personal and professional lives as the births and deaths, the unfulfilled
yearnings of adolescence, and the broken hips of old age. And as much as
we try to avoid these crises, they often enough leave us in a better place.

The tendency in times of crisis is to pull in, to maintain, and to pro-
tect what you’ve got. It is the rare person or organization who sees the
opportunity in crisis, and rarer still is the person who intentionally takes
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advantage of the confusion—the disorganization, the grasping for solu-
tions—as the catalyst to move on, to improve, to take the next big step.
Rarest of all are those who organize themselves so that they are nimble
enough to regularly adapt to change in positive ways.

Incremental change is possible without crisis, improving a little here,
a little there. But major change requires the loosening of bonds that gen-
erally hold us tight. It requires us to be off-kilter so that we must seek
some fundamental new balance. It requires us to lose something basic—
a leader—to seek not just a replacement but someone who will move us
in directions we really wanted to move in the first place.

Our book’s purpose is to lay out a map for the intrepid traveler who
believes there is great value in sailing through the rough weather of lead-
ership transitions.

There are three types of crisis. In our approach to leadership transi-
tion, we must respond to each and take advantage of each.

Disequilibrium

By definition, crises create confusion and disorganization. The technical
word used for such a state is disequilibrium. Although painful, disequi-
librium also creates opportunities. As the physicist Ilya Prigogine
observed, systems in disequilibrium are vulnerable to change. Everyone
who has tried his hand at changing people and organizations knows how
difficult it normally is. People are stuck in their ways, skeptical or fearful
of change. Most of the time, systems resist change, but during crisis,
their resistance is lowered. There is a loosening in the patterns of
thought and behavior. There is an urgency that pushes people out of
their comfort zone and into innovative approaches to old problems.

Usually these innovations don’t last long; people fall back into habit-
ual ways of thinking and doing things. But if these innovations are but-
tressed by solid and sustained management practices, by creating formal
structures and processes that institutionalize the innovations, lasting
change is possible.

With this potential in mind, we need to put aside our normal anxi-
eties and embrace the change potential that is inherent in leadership
transitions. When new ideas, now solutions, emerge during the transition
period—say the value of a strong executive team, long dormant during
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the reign of an autocratic leader, or the introduction of more regular
financial reporting to keep abreast during the potentially chaotic time—
they can be grasped and institutionalized. As the saying goes, we must
seize the day.

Even more importantly, a transition team has the opportunity to
assess whether an organization’s programs really do stand a good chance
of realizing the mission, whether the financial model is adequate, and
whether the type of leader you have had is the best fit for the current
organization. So many basic questions come to the fore—if the transition
team permits them to.

As we suggested, the tendency during crisis is to minimize damage, to
plug the hole left by the departing leader, and to bring the interim confu-
sion to an end as quickly as possible. But if you can establish a trusted tran-
sition management process and it takes time to really assess what the
organization needs, you have a chance to take advantage of opportunities
provided by the disequilibrium that has been created.

Part 2, Chapters 3 through 6, describes the fundamentals of effective
leadership: the clarification of mission, vision, objectives, and strategies;
good governance; and how to align all resources in the service of mission
and strategy. As new ideas burst forth and potential leaders appear dur-
ing the transition period, we need ways to assess whether they are in
keeping with our values and whether they will move us in the direction
we have chosen. We need a picture of our future to guide our present
search.

Trouble and Pain

Even in the best of situations, change creates anxieties. There is fear of
the unknown and the loss of the well known. Even when the past has
been difficult, it is hard to give up. Dramatic transitions due to the death
or illness or impropriety of leaders jolt those whose lives are intimately
connected with organizations. Sustained failure and conflict create their
own form of internal havoc and employees and volunteers who show the
symptoms of traumatic stress disorders: general anxiety, overreaction 
to small events that trigger old fears, and inappropriately dramatic
behavior.

There are two requirements for managing these stressful situations.
First, there is a need for strong, consistent management and clear 
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communication to eliminate the fear of strange things happening behind
closed doors. During extended transitions, people always fear that their
interests won’t be protected. They fear that deals will be struck behind
their backs or that chaos will reign. All of this can be addressed by solid,
transparent management by teams composed of boards of directors and
senior staff or a wise and experienced interim director. There should be
teams to search for the new CEO and to manage the everyday operations
of the organization. Both need to communicate regularly on both
progress and difficulties to reassure, to maintain credibility, and to sus-
tain an optimistic view.

If distress is high and trust is low among stakeholders, it is important
to create a transition management process that is more inclusive, one
that provides a regular forum for people to ask questions, express their
concerns, and share their fears. This kind of openness may not come nat-
urally to the people who serve on boards. They may be more accustomed
to keeping financial information private—the domain of the inner few.
They are likely to believe that the search process will be best served by
minimizing complications. They may fear that clients and community
members can’t handle too much information. Although all of these con-
cerns may be well grounded, a well-managed, inclusive process will
answer them. If communication is clear and as assuring as the facts will
bear, both distress and disorganization will decrease instead of escalate.
Equally important, the inclusiveness of transition management will have
strengthened and broadened a constituency to support the incoming
leader.

Five chapters, 7 through 11, are dedicated to professionalizing tran-
sition management to provide order and clarity during this potentially
difficult period.

Developmental Crises

There is a third type of crisis to consider: the developmental crisis. Orga-
nizations, like people, pass through recognizable stages: for example,
from start-up, grass roots, or entrepreneurial to managerial and on to a
synthesis of entrepreneurial and managerial. Transitions from one stage
to another are rarely smooth. Often the developmental shift is both sig-
naled and facilitated by the introduction of new leadership. To protect
their investment venture, capitalists traditionally maintain at least 
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51 percent of board votes so they can replace the founding entrepreneur
with an experienced manager at a strategic time. This is a conscious way
to facilitate a developmental transition.

This kind of planned transition is rare among nonprofits, but it
points the way. The core idea is this: to treat transitions not as a way to
repair the old but instead as the main instrument for moving an organiza-
tion into its next, more effective stage of development.

At their most productive, developmental crises bring forward the
best of who we are and help us let go of what is no longer appropriate.
The resolution of the adolescent crisis, for example, requires young peo-
ple to let go of much that had been charming in childhood to bring into
the foreground more of the independent, reasonable decision maker.
When adolescents cannot move through this developmental conundrum,
they remain mired in internal conflict, unnervingly shifting between
childish and counter-dependent modes of behavior. Organizations
caught in the vicious cycle of poor transition management are like ado-
lescents caught in cartoonish expressions of themselves—and remaining
stagnant at best.

The implications of the developmental view are twofold. We will ask
our transition team to determine what the next developmental stage will
be and what kind of leadership will best move them in that direction.
Second, we will ask the team to support the new leader through the
stages of development that each leader goes through.

As our prior mention of a honeymoon period suggests, we also
believe that the quality of leadership and the relationship between vol-
unteer and professional leaders move through recognizable stages. Lead-
ership tenure usually begins with a sense of great, often exaggerated
promise. As reality sets in, there is a tendency toward disillusionment.
And, if people don’t act precipitously on their sense of disillusionment, a
third stage emerges in which good and bad qualities of leadership,
together, prove acceptable. Each stage presents its own challenges. Man-
aging well through all these stages represents the best chance of sus-
tained and effective organizational leadership. Chapter 12, “Succession
Planning,” presents a model for managing the (developmental) cycle of
leadership.
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An Expanded Sense of Time

Earlier, we criticized the hurried, narrow style of transition management
that we have found too common to nonprofits. This approach almost
makes sense if you think of transitions as beginning with the departure of
the old and ending with the entry of the new leader. Within that time
frame, there is a straightforward task to be done, and it is best to do it as
expeditiously as possible.

If, however, you believe that the build-up to the departure holds
important information for the selection of the new leader, and if you
believe that positioning the new leader well counts, you must consider a
much lengthier transition process. We think of transitions as beginning
with the first strong signs of trouble with the current CEO or, in the case
of effective leaders, the first strong signs that they will leave. The period
does not end when the new leader is hired but when the new leader has
her feet on the ground—that is, when the new leader can act effectively
as a leader. The build-up to departure may take years, and it certainly
tends to span many months. The period between the announced depar-
ture and the introduction of the new leader can vary. It can be brief—a
few months—but counting on that is wishful thinking. It is more likely to
be 6 to 9 months, especially when the process is deliberate and thought-
ful. And it can be up to 18 months, when, for instance, the selection
process brings out schisms among the board, leading to indecision.

We are now talking about a period that encompasses between one
and three years—the same length of time as the tenure of many, current
nonprofit leaders.

By expanding the time understood to be under transition manage-
ment, we can expand the scope of the management. Instead of focusing
almost exclusively on the selection of the new CEO, the management
team can prepare the organization so that the new leader can succeed. If,
for example, one faction in a divided board had clashed with a CEO, we
know that we must bring the board together on key issues—before hiring
a new leader. If the board had served as a rubber stamp for a founder, an
arrangement that had worked when the organization was small enough to
work with the founder’s skills but failed to hold the leader accountable
when the organization grew larger and more complex, it is vital to
restructure the board. It should be more demanding, requiring more
information to evaluate movement toward objectives. And, for this new



18 Managing Leadership Transition for Nonprofits

stage of organizational development, the board should create a little dis-
tance between itself and the new leader to maintain perspective.

On either end of this spectrum of time—one and three years—we see
an extended period in which the board of directors must play an active gov-
erning role and, for periods, an active role in the management of the organ-
ization. With the expanded time comes the possibility—the necessity—of
managing a much more extensive set of challenges.

As crisis managers, for example, the board must establish a reassur-
ing solidity, beginning with the notice of the CEO’s departure and end-
ing with the grounding of the new one; and the board must communicate
to all stakeholders that this is what the team intends. To communicate
about such an extensive process, the transition team must imagine where
the organization is going and by what strategic means it will get there.
Then the team must find and hire a leader capable of realizing the strate-
gic plan, charge the new leader with this challenge, and help position her
to succeed.

An Expanded Sense of Who and What Must Be Transitioned

Leaders work in context: organizations, communities, financial markets,
and so on. So must boards and transition teams. To manage well, boards
need to understand their organizations much more deeply than they ordi-
narily do. They must ask, for example, what came before the departure?
What led to contentious or drawn-out departures? Or, if it is a long-stand-
ing and much-loved CEO, what kind of culture was built around her?
How did people prepare, both formally and informally, for her departure?
What kind of expectations, positive and negative, were built in anticipa-
tion of the new leader? Transition teams need to ask about the market the
new leader will enter: for example, the market for clients, and the compe-
tition; the market for funding, and the competition; the market for
employees, and the competition. It is within these markets that the new
leader will succeed or fail.

There are many dimensions of organizational culture, structure, and
processes that provide valuable information about what kind of leader-
ship will succeed, and it is up to the transition team to learn about
them—and to be honest with themselves. It’s a terrible mistake, 
for example, to bring an ambitious leader into an organization with



Introduction 19

potentially ambitious goals when it is clear the resources will be scarce
for the next few years. It might be equally disastrous to bring an African
American leader into an organization consisting primarily of Latino staff
in a Latino community that feels itself at odds with the neighboring
African American community. There has to be an alignment among the
board’s ambitions, its willingness and capacity to raise funds, the stated
objectives of an organization, the community it serves, and the type of
leadership it seeks.

Self-reflection is the byword here. To select a leader well, organiza-
tions have to understand themselves. What is its organizational culture,
for example? Let’s suppose it had been built around a charismatic
founder who made almost all important decisions and to whom people,
out of respect and admiration, ceded that right. Let’s say that this worked
out well for almost ten years, until she left. At that point, believing no
one could replace her and that her major lieutenants could collectively
lead, a kind of plutocracy was established. This leadership group, how-
ever, never gained a full legitimacy. Many other staff people didn’t accept
their leadership and felt unfairly excluded from the decision-making
process. In effect, the group never achieved the legitimacy needed to
lead an organization. The absence of leadership legitimacy contributed
to both conflicts and a lack of productivity that had brought the organiza-
tion to a perilous financial position.

Perhaps the organization could move further along toward a partici-
patory culture in which responsibility and decision making were even
more broadly shared. If the transition team believed that this would work
well for the staff, and if the board believed it could hold even a broad-
based leadership accountable, it would seek a leader able to work in this
mode. If, on the other hand, the board believed that the culture still
yearned for and performed best under a more authoritative leader, it
might hire one who could also be extremely respectful and consultative
with staff, thus achieving a synthesis of the first two forms of leadership.

The greatest opportunity of leadership transition is to hire a leader
who is both aligned with the organizational culture and seemingly able to
perform superbly in the service of the organization’s objectives. This may
seem obvious, but it is not so obvious to many search processes, which
emphasize either cultural fit or goal alignment to the exclusion of the
other.
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A Renewed Focus on Objectives

Most importantly, we want to know how well organizations under the
departing leadership were achieving their objectives, how and why they
were succeeding, and how and why they were coming up short. Unless
and until we have a hypothesis about what worked in the old leadership,
we can’t accurately determine what we need in the new. This is critical.
All too often, boards evaluate CEOs based on their personality and for-
get to focus on objectives. If the organization is moving effectively
toward achieving objectives, the leader is succeeding, even if she doesn’t
look good in doing so. Shifting board and public perception away from
show and charisma to results would be of immense value. It would be
crucial to the selection of new leadership, crucial to communications to
stakeholders about the selections, and crucial to the way the new leader
is supported during the first year.

Many a CEO have fallen to the style and personality axe. It is said
that they don’t fit. They are too autocratic, too democratic, too assimi-
lated, too ethnic—whatever. When boards focus on these and other
process variables—the CEO doesn’t know how to manage teams or
women or the younger generation—they often lose sight of their own
objectives. The leadership transition process represents a moment when
boards can and, in fact, must refocus on their objectives: to clarify and
affirm them; to keep them front and center during the search and selec-
tion process; to hire the leader who is most able to achieve them. That’s
why Chapters 3 and 4 provide guidelines for the development or review
of mission, vision, and strategy in organizations.

We believe that the fundamental challenge of leadership is to align all
organizational resources in the service of its mission, vision, and strategies.
Hiring a new leader without some clarity about strategic direction is asking
him to fly blind. It is asking for the disaster that usually takes place a little
after the initial honeymoon stage in the form of a struggle between the dis-
illusioned board and floundering CEO. Developing at least a rough
agenda for the organization’s future to serve as the new leader’s guide star
is a vital part of successful transitions.

Back to crisis management. The uncertainty of the moment lends
itself to a clarification of purpose. The opportunity to clarify one’s mis-
sion and strategy and to hire primarily based on the new leader’s ability
to realize them is the principle advantage of leadership transition. The
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opportunity to refocus the organization on objectives, even before the
selection of a new leader, presents an opportunity of almost equal magni-
tude.

The Centrality of Boards During Transitions

During leadership transitions, the challenge and the opportunity for
boards of directors is to figure out who they must be to guide and
constrain the kind of leader best suited for the upcoming years. There, in
fact, is the irony. Although the board is supposedly focused on the search
and selection of a new CEO, it cannot perform this job well unless the
members can perform in an optimal way. So they must focus equally on
rules and activities of good governance. They must focus, first, on them-
selves.

We know that boards conduct searches, but most of us don’t exactly
see the implications of that observation: Boards of directors govern.
Essentially, governance consists of three activities: fiduciary responsibil-
ity, setting policy, and hiring and managing the CEO. Boards have these
responsibilities all the time, but during transitions, their governance is
more visible. Strengths and weaknesses show themselves more vividly,
which is not all bad. It provides the opportunity for self-reflection.

One of the key challenges during the transition period is self-gover-
nance: How can the board improve itself? How can it prepare itself to
govern better during the tenure of the incoming CEO?

Improved functioning is particularly important during the first six
months to a year of the new CEO’s tenure: finding the right balance
between guidance and giving the new leader room to lead is key. Often a
separate “kitchen cabinet” is helpful to keep mission, vision, and strategy
front and center; to encourage the CEO to find her own way of realizing
organizational objectives; to connect the new CEO to staff, funders, and
community leaders; and if a geographic move is required, to introduce
the leader and her family to the community.

Because poor board functioning is often a primary cause of leader-
ship turnover, board transformation must be a primary goal of leadership
transition. Before selecting a CEO, boards should evaluate themselves as
individuals and as a collective entity. They should determine what kind of
board will be most effective during the next stage of organizational
development. It isn’t only CEOs who must shift focus from stage to
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stage. Founding boards, often with their loose structure and processes
and willingness to roll up their sleeves, are different from more mature
boards that operate within more formal rules and structures and with dif-
ferent core functions in mind.

Imagine, for example, a young organization that is primarily sup-
ported by foundation grants. Here, fundraising is largely a staff function.
As the organization grows, it determines that public funding and individ-
ual donor contributions are necessary. The staff doesn’t have sufficient
connections with individual philanthropists and government figures.
Now the board must take on a major role in fundraising. But a founding
board may also lack connections. The composition of the board must
change for the organization to continue growing. Simultaneously, the
transition team must be looking into a CEO and a board that can dedi-
cate skillful attention to public funding and to building an individual
donor base.

The Importance of the Board-CEO Partnership

Organizations are built on relationships as much as they are on individu-
als. The effectiveness of the CEO depends very much on her relation-
ships with the financial officer, program and development directors, and
the board president. In that sense, the history of these relationships pro-
vides critical information about the selection and integration of new
leaders. This is particularly true of the board-CEO relationship, which
our research suggests is the key to the retention and success of organiza-
tional leadership.

CEOs come and go—as they should. So, too, board presidents and
board members. As a result, the partnerships between boards and CEOs
may shift several times during the tenure of a single CEO. As each new
board president comes into the picture—often every two, three, or four
years—new relationships have to be established. Each new board presi-
dent tends to set his own tone rather than seek continuity with the past and
to act as though he, not the whole board, is in charge. As he does so, the
CEO has to adjust—or, as often happens, appear to adjust. When the real-
ity behind appearances comes clear, differences between board presidents
and CEOs have to be reconciled.
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Over the long haul, these periods of reconciliation and compromise
appear with some regularity. Boards have to assess their ability to man-
age these regular, predictable changes. They need to ask themselves
whether they have developed the habit of candid, open conversation and
conflict resolution.

Even more important, boards must learn to exercise self-discipline.
When a board member, for example, speaks to the CEO, who is he rep-
resenting? Has the president checked his board to determine support—
or lack of support—for positions he takes with the CEO? Can a board
succeed in maintaining more continuity than discontinuity from one
president to the next? Without doing so, it may confuse, alienate, and
anger the CEO and set the ground for conflict. This is one of the key
subjects we address in Chapter 5, “Good Governance.”

Managing the Cycle of Leadership
We might have called our book Board Management because much of it
focuses on the role that boards play in setting direction, managing CEOs,
and holding whole organizations accountable to achieving their objec-
tives. We have focused on a specific period in the life of the board—the
transition from one CEO to another—but the job doesn’t start and stop
there. The best way for boards to minimize unwanted leadership
turnover is to manage well throughout what we call the cycle of leader-
ship. Chapter 12 describes this process in full.

Here’s what we mean by managing the whole cycle. We have identi-
fied a regular sequence of challenges faced by all leaders and board-
director partnerships. Each stage in the sequence presents particular
challenges. When these challenges are met proactively and rigorously,
continuity and quality are sustained.

During the transition period, we highlight four activities:

• Maintain a well-functioning transition team.

• Create job descriptions and strategic plans.

• Sustain honest, positive communication with all stakeholders.

• Conduct a highly competent professional search and selection
process.
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Following the selection of a new CEO, there are four key challenges:

• Introduce the new leader with expectations in proportion.

• Position the leader with key stakeholders.

• Charge the new person with a clear sense of objectives and strate-
gies—“Manage these well and we will consider you a success.”

• Disband the transition team, leaving the CEO fully in charge of
the organization’s operations.

A period of relative stability should follow assuming the introduction
goes well. When leadership is stable and at least relatively effective,
boards and CEOs relax; they often don’t want to think about the future.
But this may be the most important phase of the cycle. Here are the par-
ticular management challenges during this phase:

• Assessment—Make sure that the organization is on track: true to
its mission and strategies; operationally effective; financially
sound; functioning with up-to-date systems, providing adequate
support to the CEO; and nurturing the partnership between the
board and the CEO. The assessment can be managed internally
or with the assistance of a consultant.

• Strategic planning—Every several years, the organizational
assessment should be part of a strategic planning process that clar-
ifies the mission, vision, and strategies and realigns the
organization in the service of those core values. The plan’s imple-
mentation also serves as the essential job description for current
and future leaders.

• Annual performance review—This is for both the CEO and the
board president (and regularly for the full board).

• Succession planning—This is for both emergencies and regular
leadership transition.

Because you cannot guarantee stability and success, it helps to plan
for times of difficulty. These times will crop up as regularly as others. To
prepare, we suggest two steps. First, develop the habit of conversation
and problem-solving between the CEO and the board. Second, identify
an outsider—a trusted community member or a professional consult-
ant—who is familiar with the organization and ready to help when regu-
lar problem-solving approaches fail.
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Ultimately there will be another decision by the CEO to depart since
every leader reaches an end to her tenure. To anticipate expected and
unexpected departures, it helps to prepare a transition plan, identify a
potential transition team, and build a communication plan.

The transition of the board president is a similar process. Because
board presidents come and go with regularity, it is vital to create a plan
for volunteer leadership transitions. The major challenges to address
include these:

• Clarifying the mission, objectives, and strategies—In effect, the
board president is charged with monitoring the CEO’s implemen-
tation of strategy, and a new president must be on board with the
existing plan.

• Training or orienting the new president—For example, there
may be a six-month period of shadowing the current president.

• Clarifying roles and expectations between the CEO and the
president—Whether it is the CEO or the president who is new to
this partnership, there is a period of coming to agreement on how
the work and relationship will proceed.

• Nurturing the president-CEO relationship—The incoming presi-
dent must be charged with doing this well.

It is our hope that the following chapters will make these difficult
but vital tasks more easily accomplished for the good of each organiza-
tion, the nonprofit sector, and those it serves.

Endnotes
1 A survey of 2,200 executive directors, commissioned by the Annie E. Casey

Foundation, found that 73 percent of the people who now lead charities are
members of the baby boom generation—those born from 1946 to 1964. Also, 23
percent of the nonprofit leaders said they would leave their jobs before 2007,
and another 42 percent said they expected to leave their positions by 2009.



This page intentionally left blank 



Index

A
accountability, managing transition

plans, 181
acknowledging applications, 213
action tightropes, 59
Adams, Tom, 70
advertising, searching for CEOs, 

209-212
advice, transition plans, 167-168
affordability, strategies, 106
agendas for new CEOs, 240-242
agreements, search consultants, 209
alignment, 132, 266

creating through proper introduction
of leaders, 141

cycles of, 136-137
fit, 134-136
Institute for Nonprofit Management

and Leadership at Boston
University, 143-145

interim leadership, 140
leadership as, 133-134
logic model, 142
opportunities for, 137-140
selecting leaders with skills, 141
time, 145
transitions, 145-148

annual performance reviews, 24
applicants

contracts/letter of agreement, 
219-220

interviewing, 215-218
negotiations and job offers, 219-220
notifying unsuccessful applicants and

stakeholders, 220
providing information for, 216
ranking, 214

reference and background checks,
216-217

screening, 213-215
selecting finalists, 215
stakeholder input, 218-219
tracking, 213

applications, acknowledging, 213
articulating missions, visions, and

strategies, 141
assessments, 24, 280
authority, 303

delegating, 124
of boards, 245

B
background checks, conducting, 

216-217
balancing

roles and relationships, 267-268
territorial ownership of 

organizations, 45
board presidents, 48-49
CEOs, 50
limited resources, 46
partnerships between board

presidents, 46-48
Bennis, Warren, 80
Beth Am Day School, Miami Florida,

305-307
board evaluation templates, samples,

327-331
board leadership transitions,

revisioning, 89
board practices, shaping boards and

future CEO partnerships, 113
board presidents, 243

balancing territorial ownership of
organizations, 48-49

345



feedback with CEOs, 275
introductions, 283-284

Board Source, governance, 110
boards

authority, 245
changing composition of, 126-127
divided, 72-73
during transitions, 8-9
examining partnerships with president

and CEO, 127-128
job demands of nonprofit CEOs, 

39-40
joint evaluations with CEOs, 335-336
legal and ethical duties of, 114-117
micromanaging, 42
organizational processes, 124-126
reconceiving leadership transitions,

21-22
partnerships with CEOs, 22-23

returning to partnerships and
background positions, 268-269

reviews, alignment, 138
self evaluation, samples, 334-335
self-assessment checklists, 119-124
self-evaluations, 126, 278
succession planning, 257-259

bridges
building, 267-268
revisioning, 89

Bridges, William, 184
Bridgespan Group, strategy, 104-105
Bryson, John, 79
budgeting for search consultants, 209
budgets, transition plans, 171
bumps and curves during leadership

transitions, 54

C
candidates, 216. See also applicants
CEO-board president relationships,

building, 269-271
CEOs

agenda for new leaders, 240-242
balancing territorial ownership of

organizations, 50
checklist for outgoing CEO, 198-200
feedback with board presidents, 275
finding a great fit between CEOs and

the organization, 191-192
identity narratives, 273-274
integrating, 243

mentors, 243-244
mitigation, 248-249

realities, 245-247
reducing isolation and increasing

integration,
244-245

interim CEOs. See interim CEOs
job descriptions, 310-314
joint evaluations with boards, 335-336
meetings with, 302
partnerships with boards, 22-23
performance reviews, 276-277
retaining, 261-262
shifting to another, 267

challenges
emergency succession plans, 260
of transition management, 177
transition plans, 171-173

change, 80
dealing with uncertainty and

resistance, 183
leading organizations through, 

183-189
changing composition of boards, 

126-127
charts

leadership transition, 156
project planning, 154

checklists for outgoing CEO, 198-200
The Civil Rights Movement, 133
collective leadership, 7
Collins, Jim

alignment, 133
vision, 87

communicating vision, 86
communication

emergency succession plans, 260
finding new CEOs, 201-202
samples, 300
with stakeholders, 69
transition plans, 169-170

communities
integrating new CEOs into, 235-238
introduction of CEO, 241-242

conducting background and reference
checks, 216-217

confidentiality, 56
when searching for new CEOs, 200

conflicts of interest, duties of 
boards, 115

consensus, building through planning,
66-67

consistency, organizational processes
(boards), 125

constituencies, demand of, 31-33

346 index



consultants, organizational
development consultants, 238-239

consultation, transition plans, 167-168
contracts, 101, 272-273

with applicants, 219-220
control, organizational processes

(boards), 126
coordinating

groups, current state analysis, 101
resources, 142

coordination, transition plans, 168
covenants, 272
creativity, sustaining, 189
crisis, reconceiving leadership

transitions, 12
developmental crises, 15-16
disequilibrium, 13-14
trouble and pain, 14-15

crisis of transition, 2-3
culture of inquiry, shaping boards and

future CEO partnerships, 111
current state analysis, 99

contracts, 101
coordinating groups, 101
defining transition period, 99-100
effective strategies, 103-105
facilitation, 101
gap analysis, 101-102
objectives, 102-103
recommendations, 102
SWOT (strengths, weaknesses,

opportunities, and threats), 100-101
transition plans, 166

customizing transition plans
advice and consultation, 167-168
budgets, 171
communication, 169-170
current state analysis, 166
evaluation, 173
graphics, 169
leadership and management 

styles, 168
risks, obstacles, challenges, 171-173
timetables and coordination, 168

cycle of leadership, 8
managing, 23-25

cycles of alignment and misalignment,
136-137

D
databases, developing to track

applicants, 213
deadlines, 168

decision-making process, transition
planning, 162

delegating responsibility and authority,
boards, 124

delegation, managing transition 
plans, 179

departure of CEOs, what led to the
departure, 162

developmental crises, 15-16
disequilibrium, crisis, 13-14
Drucker, Peter, 7, 32

missions, 78, 81
strategy, 104

duty of care, duties of boards, 116

E
elements of transition planning

beginning with the right people, 
160-161

decision-making process, 162
objectives, 163-164
problem definition, 162

embodying vision, 87
emergency succession plans, 259-260
energy, job demands of nonprofit

CEOs, 34-35
environments, challenges to successful

transitions, 65
evaluation templates, samples, 

315-326, 327
evaluations, 42

joint CEO and board evaluations,
335-336

transition plans, 173
examples

agendas for senior managers, 300-302
board evaluation templates, 327-331
evaluation templates, 315-326
evaluations, joint CEO and board

evaluations, 335-336
job descriptions, 304

Beth Am Day School, 305-307
New Jewish High School of

Boston, 308-310
nonprofit CEOs, 310-314
Solomon Schecter Day School of

Greater Boston, 303-305
leadership timelines, 293-299
queries for trustees, 332-333
self-evaluation, boards, 334-335
transition plans, 291-293

executive coaches, 243-244
executive search, 153

index 347



expanded sense of time, reconceiving
leadership transitions, 17-18

F
facilitation, current state analysis, 101
failure of leadership transitions, 53
false starts, preventing, 68-69
feedback, 275

board self-evaluations, 278
CEOs, performance reviews, 276-277
conversations between CEOs and

board presidents, 275
regular reporting on agreed-upon

information, 276
tests, 278

Ferguson, Marilyn, 186
finalists, selecting, 215
finding interim CEOs, 230-231
fit, 134-136, 191-193
flexibility, strategies, 106
focus, strategies, 107
funds, overseeing duties of boards, 116

G
gap analysis, 101-102
Gates, Bill, 87
Gilmore, Thomas, 59
governance, 109

challenges to successful transitions,
55-59

during CEO transitions, 117-119
during life cycle of organizations,

109-110
legal and ethical duties of boards,

114-116
shaping boards and future CEO

partnerships
board practices, 113
constructive partnerships, 

110-111
continuous learning, 113
culture of inquiry, 111
independence, 111
integrity, 112
mission driven, 111
results-oriented, 113
revitalization, 113
strategic thinking, 111
sustaining resources, 112
transparency, 112

when to make transitions happen,
128-129

graphics, transition plans, 169
grooming, managing transition 

plans, 182
guarantees versus warranties, search

consultants, 206

H
hard deadlines, 168
Hesselbein, Frances, 78

I
identifying future CEOs, 255-256
identity narratives, 273-274
implementing

plans, CEO, 242
strategies, 141
transition plans, 177

managing day to day, 178-182
time and commitment, 178

increasing integration, 244-245
incremental change, 13
independence, shaping boards and

future CEO partnerships, 111
information

emergency succession plans, 260
providing for applicants, 216

Institute for Nonprofit Management
and Leadership at Boston 
University, 143

integrating
CEOs, 243

mentors, 243-245
mitigation, 248-249
realities, 245-247

new CEOs into the organization and
the community, 235-238

integration, increasing, 244-245
integrity, shaping boards and future

CEO partnerships, 112
interim CEOs, 223

advantages of using, 224-225
emergency succession planning, 260
finding, 230-231
managing, transition to newly

established leaders, 232
role of, 231-232
situations for using, 225

following a crisis that 
has shattered confidence in
board and CEO, 229

no functioning systems to
sustain maintenance of, 227

348 index



retirement of long-term CEO or
founder, 227-229

turnaround is needed for
organization to survive, 226

interim leadership, alignment, 140
interims, using for leadership positions

other than CEOs, 233
internal candidates, fit with the

organization, 192-193
intervention by previous CEOs, 58
interviewing applicants, 215-218
isolation

job demands of nonprofit CEOs, 
37-38

reducing, 244-245

J
job descriptions

emergency succession plans, 259
samples, 304

Beth Am Day School, 305-307
New Jewish High School of

Boston, 308-310
nonprofit CEOs, 310-314
Solomon Schechter Day School

of Greater Boston, 303-305
job difficulties, nonprofit CEOs, 31

constituencies, 31-33
difficulty in moving from manager to

leader, 36
ignorance of the community, 43
inadequate preparation, 33-34
inadequate support and isolation, 

37-38
increased professional leadership’s

effect on volunteer, 38-39
inexperienced or ineffectual boards,

39-40
less understanding and knowledge of

governance than the, 41
micromanagement by the boards, 42
mission fatigue, 35
misuse of particular leadership styles

and mismatch of, 45
not understanding the culture of the

organization, 44
public scrutiny and lack of

forgiveness, 43-44
self-doubt, 44
time and energy commitments, 34-35

job offers, making to applicants, 
219-220

K
Kanter, Rosabeth Moss, 44
Kotter, John, 79

visions, 82

L
La Piana, David, 99

strategy, 105
leaders, 266

finding a great fit between the CEO
and the organization, 191-192

internal candidates, 192-193
selecting leaders with alignment

skills, 141
volunteer leaders, 123

leadership, 163, 266
as alignment, 133-134
challenges to successful transitions,

55-59
collective leadership, 7
interim leadership, alignment, 140
introducing new leadership in an

empowering way, 164
managing long term, 279
modeling the “right” leadership 

style, 164
relationships, 131
transition plans, 168
turnovers, 3-10

leadership development, succession
planning, 256-257

Leadership in Nonprofit
Organizations, 134

leadership transitions, 1
bumps and curves along the way, 54
challenges to success

external environments, 65
leadership and governance, 

55-59
organizational characteristics,

60-65
planning and execution, 66-69

crisis of, 2-3
failure of, 53
governance during, 117-119
reconceiving, 10

board-CEO partnerships, 22-23
centrality of boards, 21-22
crisis, 12-16
expanded sense of time, 17-18
opportunities, 11-12

index 349



problems with current
leadership, 10-11

renewed focus on objectives, 20
sense of who and what must be

transitioned, 18-19
revisioning, 88

leading organizations through change,
183-189

learning, shaping boards and future
CEO partnerships, 113

Leonard, Sister Margaret, 87
letters of agreement with applicants,

219-220
leverage, strategies, 107-108
leveraging, 90
limited resources, balancing territorial

ownership of organizations, 46
literature, research, 290
living missions and vision, 141
logic model, 142
loyalty, duties of boards, 114-115

M
management challenges, 280

decision to depart, 281-282
early phases of new leadership, 283
introduction of new board presidents,

283-284
periods of relative stability, 280-281
times of difficulty, 281
transition periods, 282

management styles, transition 
plans, 168

managing
cycle of leadership, 23-25
interim CEOs, 232
leadership, long term, 279
transition plans, day to day, 178-182

managing to strategy, 90
mandates, searching for a new 

CEO, 194
media opportunities, new CEOs, 241
memberships

education, 301
search committees, 195-198

mentor programs, Institute for
Nonprofit Management and
Leadership at Boston, 144

mentors, 243-244
micromanagement, boards, 42
misalignment, cycles of, 136-137
mission, 77-79

mission driven, governance (shaping
boards and future CEO
partnerships), 111

mission fatigue, job demands of
nonprofit CEOs, 35

mission statements, 83
mission-strategy focus, managing

transition plans, 182
missions

articulating and living, 141
clarifying, 163

mitigation, integrating new CEOs,
248-249

models, reconciling from corporate
experience to nonprofit life, 253-254

N
naming search committees, 194
Nanus, Burt, 79
negotiating

with applicants, 219-220
roles, 271-272

neutral zone, 184
New Jewish High School of Boston,

308-310
new leadership, phases of

divided boards, 72-73
inadequate resources, 72
inadequate support, 71
lack of clear contracting, 70
no guarantees, 73-74
too much faith in CEO, 70

nonprofit CEOs
fulfilling callings, 30-31
job difficulties, 31

constituencies, 31-33
difficulty in moving from

manager to leader, 36
ignorance of the community, 43
inadequate preparation, 33-34
inadequate support and

isolation, 37-38
increased professional

leadership’s effect on volunteer,
38-39

inexperienced or ineffectual
boards, 39-40

less understanding and
knowledge of governance 
than the, 41

micromanagement by the 
board, 42

350 index



mission fatigue, 35
misuse of particular leadership

styles and mismatch of, 45
not understanding the culture of

the organization, 44
public scrutiny and lack of

forgiveness, 43-44
self-doubt, 44
time and energy commitments,

34-35
nonprofit leaders, tenure of, 2
nonprofits, 30

strategy and, 97-98
notifying unsuccessful candidates and

stakeholders, 220

O
objectives, 102-103

reconceiving leadership 
transitions, 20

transition planning, 163-164
obstacles, transition plans, 171-173
opponents, 161
opportunism, 90
opportunities

for alignment, 137
during annual review for the

board of directors, 138
during introduction of new

programs and cross-
departmental, 137

during performance 
reviews, 138

during transitions, 139-140
reconceiving leadership transitions,

11-12
taking advantage of, 95-96

organizational change, dealing with
uncertainty and resistance, 182-183

organizational characteristics,
challenges to successful 
transitions, 60
poor management, 61-65
resistance to change, 60

organizational development
consultants, 238-239

organizational processes, boards, 124
consistency, 125
control, 126
delegation of responsibility and

authority, 124
planning and prioritizing, 125

organizations
integrating new CEOs into, 235-238
leading through change, 183-189

outreach, searching for CEOs, 209-212
overseeing funds, duties of boards, 116
ownership of organizations, 

balancing, 45
board presidents, 48-49
CEOs, 50
limited resources, 46
partnerships between board

presidents and CEOs, 46-48

P
paradigm shifts, 80

components of organizational 
visions, 80

effective missions and visions, 81-82
partnerships

between board presidents and CEOs,
balancing territorial ownership of,
46-48

examining partnerships with
president and CEO, 127-128

shaping boards and future CEO
partnerships, 110-111

in transition, 63
patience while vision permeates the

organization, 91
performance reviews, 24, 280

CEOs, 276-277
opportunities for alignment, 138

personalities, mismatch of, 45
phases of new leadership

divided boards, 72-73
inadequate resources, 72
inadequate support, 71
lack of clear contracting, 70
no guarantees, 73-74
too much faith in CEO, 70

planning
organizational processes, boards, 125
transitions, 140

planning and execution, challenges to
successful transitions, 66-67
poor communication to, 69
preventing false starts, 68-69
searches that never end, 69

plans
project plans, 151-153

planning charts, 154
transition management plans, 

charts, 156
for transition team withdrawal, 164

index 351



policies, duties of boards, 116-117
poor transition management, 175-176
Porter, Michael, 98
preparation, job demands of nonprofit

CEOs, 33-34
preventing false starts, 68-69
Prigogine, Ilya, 13
prioritizing organizational processes,

boards, 125
professional leadership, 38-39
Project Hope, 87
project leaders, 160
project planning charts, 154
project plans, 151-153

planning charts, 154
project sponsors, 160
providing information for 

applicants, 216
public scrutiny, job difficulties of

nonprofit CEOs, 43-44

Q
queries for trustees, 332-333

R
ranking applicants, 214
realities new CEOs face, 245-247
recommendations, 102
reconceiving leadership transition, 10

board-CEO partnerships, 22-23
centrality of boards, 21-22
crisis, 12-16
expanded sense of time, 17-18
focus on objectives, 20
opportunities, 11-12
problems with current leadership, 

10-11
sense of who and what must be

transitioned, 18-19
reconciling models from corporate

experience to nonprofit life, 253-254
reducing isolation, 244-245
reference checks, conducting, 216-217
reintroducing creativity and spirit, 189
relationships

balancing, 267-268
building CEO-board president

relationships, 269-271
leaders, 131

reporting
on agreed-upon information, CEOs

and board presidents, 276
managing transition plans, 180-181

research, 289-290

resilience, 90
resistance

dealing with, 182-183
organizational characteristics, 60

resources
coordinating, 142
shaping boards and future CEO

partnerships, 112
responsibilities, 303

delegating, 124
results, shaping boards and future

CEO partnerships, 113
retaining CEOs, 261-262
retreats for staff, 238-239
reviewing strategic plans, 165-166
reviews, board of directors

(alignment), 138
revisioning, 87

aligning to visions, 89
board leadership transitions, 89
bridges, 89
changes in social, political or

economic climates, 88
internal clarity and coherence of

leadership, 89
lack of alignment, 88
leadership transitions, 88
leveraging, 90
managing to strategy, 90
mergers, acquisitions, and strategic

alliances, 89
opportunism, 90
strategic thinking, 90
troubled situations, 88

revitalization, shaping boards and
future CEO partnerships, 113

risks, transition plans, 171-173
roles

balancing, 267-268
of interim CEOs, 231-232
negotiating, 271-272

Roosevelt, Franklin Delano, 183
Rosen, Robert; vision, 86

S
samples, communication, 300
screening applicants, 213-215
search committees, 100

membership, 195-198
naming, 194

search consultants, 202
budgeting, 209
cons, 205-206
detailing agreements, 209

352 index



how to use, 207-208
pros, 203-204
selecting, 208

search process, 194
pitfalls of, 221-222

searches
mandates, 194
never-ending, 69

searching for CEOs
advertising and outreach, 209-212
communication, 201-202
confidentiality, 200
search consultants, 202-209
stakeholder input, 201
timelines for, 200

selecting
finalists from applications, 215
search consultants, 208

self-assessment checklists, boards, 
119-124

self-doubt, job difficulties of nonprofit
CEOs, 44

self-evaluation, boards, 126, 278
samples, 334-335

self-reflection, 19
senior managers, sample agendas, 

300-302
sense of who and what must be

transitioned, reconceiving leadership
transitions, 18-19

Sheehan, Robert, 99
shifting to another CEO, 267
skilled people, 161
social contracting, 70
social contracts, 272-273
soft deadlines, 168
Solomon Schecter Day School of

Greater Boston, 303
sources, research, 289-290
spirit, sustaining, 189
sponsors, 160
stability, periods of (management

challenges), 280-281
staff members, search committees, 196
stakeholder input

on applicants, 218-219
for finding new CEOs, 201

stakeholders
communication, 69
eliciting ideas about missions, visions,

and objectives, 166
managing transition plans, 181
notifying of un-success, 220

strategic planning, 24

strategic plans, 165-166
strategic thinking, 90

shaping boards and future CEO
partnerships, 111

strategies, 95-96, 132
affordability, 106
articulating, 141
clarifying, 163
defined, 98-99
effective strategies, 103-105
flexibility, 106
focus, 107
implementing, 141
leverage, 107-108
nonprofits and, 97-98

successful transitions, challenges to
external environments, 65
leadership and governance, 55-59
organizational characteristics, 60-65
planning and execution, 66-69

succession planning, 24, 253-255, 281
boards, 257-259
emergencies, 259-260
identifying and training future CEOs,

255-256
networked leadership development,

256-257
sustaining creativity and spirit, 189
SWOT (strengths, weaknesses,

opportunities, and threats), 100-101

T
tactical plans, strategy, 98
templates

board evaluation templates, samples,
327-331

evaluation templates, samples, 
315-326

tenure of nonprofit leaders, 2
tests, feedback, 278
Third Sector, 285
time

alignment, 145
implementing transition plans, 178
job demands of nonprofit CEOs, 

34-35
reconceiving leadership transitions,

17-18
timelines

for finding new CEOs, 200
sample leadership transition

timelines, 293-299
timetables, transition plans, 168
tracking applicants, 213

index 353



training
emergency succession plans, 260
future CEOs, 255-256

transition management, 140
challenges, 177
executive search, 153
good management, 176-177
poor management, 175-176

transition management plans, 
charts, 156

transition periods, defining, 99-100
transition planning, elements of

beginning with the right people, 
160-161

decision-making process, 162
objectives, 163-164
problem definition, 162

transition plans
customizing

advice and consultation, 
167-168

budgets, 171
communications plans, 169-170
current state analysis, 166
evaluation, 173
graphics, 169
leadership and management

styles, 168
risks, obstacles, challenges, 

171-173
timetables and coordination, 168

example draft, 291-293
implementing, 177

managing day to day, 178-182
time and commitment, 178

transition studies, 290
transition teams, withdrawal of, 164
transitions

alignment, 145-148
boards, 8-9
crisis, 2-3
end of, boards returning to

partnerships and relative
background positions, 268-269

governance during, 117-119
management challenges, 282
opportunities for alignment, 139-140
planning, 140
when to make transitions happen,

128-129

transparency, shaping boards and
future CEO partnerships, 112

trouble and pain, crisis, 14-15
trustees, queries for, 332-333
turnovers, leadership, 3-10

U
uncertainty, dealing with, 182-183
unrealistic expectations versus realistic

views of leadership, 64-65

V
values, closing the gap between

espoused and lived values, 275
vision, 77-80, 84-85

clarifying, 163
communicating, 86
embodying, 87
leaders transcending themselves

through, 92
paradigm shifts

components of organizational
visions, 80

effective missions and visions,
81-82

patience while vision permeates the
organization, 91

visions
aligning to, 89
articulating and living, 141

volunteer leadership, 38-39, 123
volunteers, CEO meeting, 241

W-X
warranties versus guarantees, search

consultants, 206

Y-Z
Yeats, William Butler, 32

354 index


	Contents
	Introduction
	Index
	A
	B
	C
	D
	E
	F
	G
	H
	I
	J
	K
	L
	M
	N
	O
	P
	Q
	R
	S
	T
	U
	V
	W-X
	Y-Z




