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Transforming the Non Profit Executive 
Moving From Surviving To Thriving in Your Career 

Dear Surviving Nonprofit Executive,  
 
It's time to talk about succession planning!  The term “succession planning”
brings to mind a large corporation with a long-time CEO first choosing, then
grooming, a successor. But this practice is sharply declining even in large
corporations and is even less relevant to most community-based
organizations. 
 
At the same time, more nonprofits are realizing that executive director
transition is a crucial moment in an organization’s life: a moment of great
vulnerability as well as great opportunity for transformative change.
Succession should be a topic broached even when no one is anticipating a
change in leaders. And of course, illness and other events can lead to sudden
and unanticipated departures. 
 
Planning for executive director transition is called succession planning:
thinking in advance about how to set the stage for a strong transition. 
 
When to start? Like, yesterday! 
 
Succession should be a topic taken up now . . . whether or not you are
anticipating leaving your organization. Here are some questions and issues to
be addressed now, and some that draw attention to longer-term planning.
Taking steps now will increase your readiness for this inevitable occurrence
and increase the likelihood of a positive transition - for you, for your successor
and for the organization. 
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Think about this for a second.  If you are suddenly unable to serve, is it clear to
everyone who will be the acting executive until the board can meet and
decide? Who will speak to the press? Consider creating an emergency or
contingency succession plan just in case. 
 
Questions to consider: 
Does the board of directors have the right mix for hiring your successor?  
A board that has been grown to support a strong executive (that's you, right?)
may not be well equipped to hire a new executive. For example, a board of all
corporate vice presidents may raise a lot of money but may not understand
the qualities that make for a successful nonprofit executive, or how to look for
and screen candidates.  
 
One criterion for board recruitment should be: “Will this person be a good
addition to a hiring process?” You should ask yourself “Do I want this person
on the board that hires my replacement?” 
 
Is your job doable – that is, could the job be done by a regular human being?  
Too often a successful executive director has, over time, taken on so many
responsibilities that it would be nearly impossible to find another such
superhero. In a similar light: “Are management team members able to do their
jobs?” Sometimes a broadly skilled executive will “carry” one or more
management team members who can’t handle their responsibilities on their
own.  
 
If an organization can, for instance, transfer some finance responsibilities from
the executive director to the newly created position of CFO, the executive
director’s job will become more doable and as a result, the board can hire
from the pool of talented professionals rather than from the very small pool of
superheroes. 

Copyright Incite! Consulting Group, 2018



Module Eleven- Succession Planning: Page 4

Is your salary much lower than what you should pay a new executive?  
Sometimes a successful, long-time executive is being paid much too little. This
ends up pushing other salaries down and makes it unlikely that qualified
candidates would accept such a salary. On the other hand, sometimes an
executive is making much more than is appropriate. Succession planning
should include a longer-term effort to bring all staff salaries – including the
executive’s – into line with the market. 
 
Can you get through a fundraising or income dip? 
The chief money raiser and/or rainmaker in most nonprofits is the executive
director. (Funny how this keeps coming up, huh?!?!)  It will take time for your
successor to develop the relationships with donors and paying clients that are
essential to the incumbent’s revenue producing success.  
 
Succession planning should include raising funds for the transition: one 25-
year executive I know is in the midst of a “legacy campaign” to give donors a
chance to honor his community achievements with gifts to an agency
endowment fund. Fundraising and business relationships can also be
institutionalized by bringing board members and other staff into relationships
now held only by the executive director. 
 
Are there any obvious candidates for the job? 
In some cases you may be grooming someone internally for the job. In other
cases it may be assumed that the associate director or program director wants
and will get the job. There may be a board member who feels that he or she
would be the best choice. The decision to hire is the boards and any such
unspoken assumptions should be brought to the board. If, for example, it does
seem appropriate to groom a particular individual, the board should be part of
that process. At the same time, it would also be a shame if a valued staff or
board member were to depart on the mistaken assumption that the job has
been promised to someone else. 
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When was the last time that succession was on the board meeting
agenda? 
Are you worried that bringing up succession planning is a signal that you're
planning to leave?  Does your organization's board worry that bringing up the
topic will incorrectly send a message to you that they want you to leave? One
easy way to broach the topic without either of these fears coming to pass is to
begin the discussion with a distribution of this document, and a first focus on
an emergency succession plan. Here's your homework - complete the
emergency succession planning template (CLICK HERE), making sure to add
additional information that's critical to your nonprofit group. 
 
COMPLETE YOUR EMERGENCY SUCCESSION PLAN BEFORE MOVING ON IN THIS
WORKBOOK. 
 
So, now that you've got an emergency succession plan in place, here's the
additional work that goes into organizational succession planning and
planned departure succession planning. 
 
A nonprofit succession plan is a strategic document developed by nonprofits
that not only lays out what to do in the event that an executive, staff or board
member leaves your organization, but also shows you how to prepare for the
departure before the individual ever leaves your organization. 
 
The succession planning process comprises the following key steps: 
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Assess what vacancies your nonprofit succession plan will address. 
Align an internal vision for your nonprofit succession plan. 
Begin cultivating internal talent for future transitions. 
Outline the executive search phase of your nonprofit succession plan. 
Transition the individual into their role at your nonprofit.  

 

https://inciteconsultinggroup.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Emergency-Succession-Plan-Template.docx


Organizational succession planning 
Assess what vacancies your nonprofit succession plan will address.  
Unfortunately, nonprofit succession plans aren’t one-size-fits-all. If your
organization really wants to stay on top of future departures, you’ll need to
develop targeted succession plans that address different kinds of possible
vacancies. 
 
Your organization should have succession plans in place for: 
 
 
 
 
Since these individuals operate at the foundational levels of your nonprofit, your
team could quickly stray off course if these individuals make a departure. In
addition to knowing which position/s your plan will address, your team should
also develop plans tailored to the type of departure you may face in the future. 
 
Planned departure succession  
A planned departure is when an individual announces their departure well in
advance of leaving their position, such as in the case of a retirement or
sabbatical. As your nonprofit crafts its planned departure succession plan, you’ll
also need to assess factors such as the turnover risk of the role in question and
the needs of personnel who work with the individual currently occupying the
role. 
 
Align an internal vision for your nonprofit succession plan. 
For your nonprofit’s succession plan to be as effective as possible, you’ll need to
ensure that your entire organization is aligned in vision as you undertake this
process. 
 

Module Eleven- Succession Planning: Page 6

Copyright Incite! Consulting Group, 2018

Your executive director. 
High-level staff roles (development director, major gifts officer and more). 
Board members. 
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As you craft your nonprofit succession plan, gather together a committee that
is comprised of your executive director, high-level staff and board members,
as well as team leaders and other important staff who may not occupy high-
ranking roles at your organization. 
 
With this committee assembled, ask some of the following questions to gain a
better understanding of what should be done to plan for future successions: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
With this aligned vision in mind, your team will be better equipped to prepare
for the future transition, as well as be better prepared to identify the right
successor. 
 
Begin cultivating internal talent for future transitions. 
One of the biggest obstacles an individual can face when transitioning into an
important leadership role at a nonprofit is not meshing well with the
organization’s established culture. 
 
There are several cultural challenges that can get in the way of a successor
seamlessly taking on their role and successfully serving as a leader at their
organization.   If they’re an external hire, they may face pushback from
individuals who have long served your nonprofit. Conscious or not, there will
almost always be some degree of awkwardness as new dynamics are forged
and the role’s precursor departs.  Additionally, whenever a nonprofit brings on
an external hire, there’s always the risk that they won’t be prepared to take on
the role at hand.  

What do these committee members understand as the responsibilities of
the role in question? 
How does the individual in this role interact with them in their own role? 
What kind of growth would they like to see in this role when the succession
is complete? 
How involved do they expect to be in the leadership transition process? 



While this risk doesn’t disappear when promoting from within, there’s
significantly more of a chance that an internal hire will both better understand
the role and be better trained to take on the role.  For this reason, part of your
nonprofit succession planning process should include outlining a process of
internal leadership cultivation. 
 
This refers to the process of identifying ideal candidates for future promotion,
discussing your team’s intentions for their future at your organization, training
these individuals and then promoting them when the time comes to fill the
vacant leadership role. 
 
Outline the executive search phase of your nonprofit succession plan.  
Although it’s important to cultivate internal members of your team for future
leadership succession, you’ll still need to open the process up to finding
external talent who might bring something new to your nonprofit that you’ve
been missing. 
 
Whether your succession plan is anticipating a planned or emergency
departure, set-aside time to open up the search to external candidates.  For a
planned departure, you’ll benefit from being able to take your time in finding a
great new hire outside of your organization with the help of the individual
currently occupying the role.  
 
For an unplanned transition, you can still hold an executive search period. If
there’s no time to leave the position vacant, you might hire an interim leader
internally or have one placed by your nonprofit consultant.   While the interim
leader is occupying the role, your nonprofit is free to conduct an extensive
executive search. 
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Expect the recruitment process to last about 6 months. During this period,
you'll craft the perfect job description and identify standout candidates for the
role.  With a candidate list in hand, take around 3 months to conduct
interviews.  Once interviews have concluded, you’ll be able to select your new
hire and make them an offer to join your team.  
 
If, at this time, you are unable to find the right person internally or externally
for the job, you may head back to the drawing board or decide to absorb the
responsibilities of the role into other roles at your organization if possible. 
 
However, if you’ve taken the time to carefully develop your nonprofit
succession plan before a vacancy arises, you may not have to face such a
challenge. 
 
Transition the individual into their role at your nonprofit. 
Finding the right successor for a vacant leadership role at your nonprofit is
only half the battle. To ensure the success of the new hire or promotion, you’ll
need to set aside time in your nonprofit succession plan to onboard this
individual into their role. 
 
Onboarding is the process of training and introduction that an individual must
undergo when they transition into the leadership role at your nonprofit.  
 
During this period, your team may: 
 
 
 
 
 
The onboarding process should take about three to six months to complete
and is absolutely necessary to ensuring the success of this individual in their
new position.  

Train the individual in the responsibilities of their role. 
Integrate the individual into your organization or into their team. 
Assess the individual’s progress as they acclimate. 
Provide them with actionable guidelines for improvement. 
Transition them from this introductory period into independence within their role. 
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Additional tips for Successful Succession Plans 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When should you start? Now! I'm looking forward to hearing about your
successes - no pun intended! 
Until next week, 
 
Kari 

Have a regular performance evaluation process - for you and your board! 
Develop a key task list by function - your job, the board's job, key staff
positions 
Create an annual calendar - create a master calendar with key
organizational dates and point person/s 
List outside critical relationships - donors, grant makers, corporate
partners, civic leaders, etc. 
Update donor lists (this should happen weekly!) 
Create intentional redundancy—familiar with mission critical issues, (staff,
board, or volunteer) 
Share knowledge - with everyone! 
Document institutional memory/knowledge - write this stuff down! 
Create and hold appreciation rituals - for staff, for board, for donors, for
volunteers 
Get the board on board—form succession committee for board succession
and for management organization 
Consider interim leadership, especially for “Founder Syndrome” 
Use an advisor or consultant to add objectivity, guide leaders, and write
plans, support board feedback and ratification 
Consider what work needs to me done, the individual, the long-term needs
of the organization, and the immediate needs of the team 


