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Illusion, Temperament, 
Succession, Surface, Surprise, 

Reality, Subjectiveness -- 
these are the threads on the loom of time, 

these are the lords of life.

- Ralph Waldo Emerson



01The why
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People leave unexpectedly for a variety of reasons

It happens more often than you might think
- Death 
- Serious illness
- Fraud / misconduct

Surprisingly few agencies I have worked with are 
prepared. 
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Have you ever experienced 
or witnessed a very sudden 
change in leadership?



02The goals
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1. Maintain continuity of internal 
leadership 

2. Maintain continuity of 
coverage of executive duties 



03The big issues
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If death: Staff want to hear from a member of 
leadership. They may also want to gather and 
knwo what to do’. 

If misconduct: People want to know what 
happened and what to say. They will say 
something.

All: People want to know if they will get paid.



It is best to have an emergency transition 
plan in place so you are 

1. ready for a crisis and 
2. can focus on the needs of your staff, 

your constituents / clients, your 
stakeholders and the press. 
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04Critical 
components
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1. Emergency staffing plan
- Process for appointment of an Acting 

Director.

- - When, how long, duties.

- Updated CEO job description with 
additional list of things only the CEO 
knows – ask “What are the things 
only the CEO knows how to do?”  

- Then ask why is this true in the 
first place!

- Assignment of core functions.

Appoint an Acting 
CEO well before 
you ever need one 
and make sure 
they are prepared



2. Phone tree for emergency contact   

- Emergency contact list for all 
staff.

- Emergency contacts for the 
Board’s Executive Committee.

- The Executive Committee of the 
Board should have a list with key 
management staff and cell and 
emergency contact information.

If the CEO dies, 
staff should 
receive a personal 
call and may want 
to gather at the 
office.



3. Process for emergency authorization for 
payroll and A/P

- Who can authorize payroll and 
A/P? 

- Hope its not just ED but 
more often than not the 
case in smaller orgs.

- Name of banker, amount 
available in line of credit, etc.

This is the #1 
worry of staff, 
especially if fraud 
or 
mismanagement



4. Key documents
- See long list of critical 

documents in handout.

- Should be kept off site /  in 
the cloud

- Issue of CEO calendar, email, 
social media  … who can access? 
What is the messaging?

- What about actual keys? To 
desk, building, file cabinets….

If death, the family 
may have opinions 
about email and 
physical calendar. 

If termination for 
fraud consult your 
lawyer!



05Appoint an Acting 
ED/CEO in advance
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Who?
- Can be a current member of leadership or, if total 

chaos or loss of confidence due to fraud or 
mismanagement an outsider.

- If  it is going to be a while until you have a new leader 
(long succession plan, big national search, no clear 
Acting CEO, or all candidates want to be the CEO), 
then hire an interim director.



Identify critical duties
- Board of Trustees 

- Staff supervision 

- External Committees and 
Boards the CEO serves on

- Grants and reports (those 
that need to be authorized by 
CEO)

- Financial management / 
oversight

- Legislative  / community 
relations

- Development / funder 
relations

- Program activities 
undertaken by the CEO if 
appropriate

- Media relations 

- Other?



Set the terms
Unless the Board and CEO agree on a schedule for the 
departure of the CEO that creates an overlap in the 
outgoing and incoming CEO, the Board should appoint an 
Acting / Interim CEO to head the agency during the period 
in which the CEO position is vacant.  

- Can we as short as a few days, long as the weeks it 
might take to find the right permanent replacement.

- Especially important if search doesn’t pan out.



Set the terms
- If search is likely to be long and/or the CEO is leaving 

STAT ( terminated, health, death) the Board should 
ask any prospective Acting CEO if they intend to 
apply for the job, and take that into account in 
deciding who to appoint.

- Would generally require a special meeting of the 
Board. Which is why you should do ahead of time!

-



What is the job?
- The Acting / Interim CEO will carry out all of the duties 

as described in the CEO Position Description unless the 
Board decides to add any revisions or exceptions. 

- Example: may not be realistic for the Acting / Interim 
Director to perform the full range of state/national 
leadership roles, also be managing attorney etc.



What is the job?
- Taking on these duties may require a temporary 

suspension or reassignment of some of the regular 
duties of the person who is appointed as Acting / 
Interim Director.

- Note this can cause a cascade effect on other roles - 
be judicious!

- Usually some additional pay and time off following.

- Often more frequent communication with Board Chair.



06Communication in 
tricky times!
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The CEO was fired for 
mismanagement



The CEO is arrested / jailed for 
something unrelated to work



The CEO was a public figure



The beloved and now dead CEO 
left things in a mess



You may need a 
communications strategy and its 
best to hire someone. 

Don’t be penny wise and pound 
foolish.



07Don’t worry - be 
ready
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Don’t worry I have a big list, sample 
policies and a form you can use 



- Succession plan.
- Current strategic plan, Audit, IRS letters, letters of 

incorporation, corporate minutes, charitable permit, By 
Laws, etc.

- Key  / PW to locked / encrypted personnel files.
- Computer and phone passwords (?) for all keys staff (keep 

one copy off site)
It is their personal AND biz phone? You pay for it? What 
is your policy here?

Things you need



- Benefits description. 
- Be sure to review mental health benefits and 

encourage staff to use if needed. Seek additional 
services. 

- Name and contact information for key vendors (ie, 
benefits, insurance, auditors, accountant, attorney).

- List of major stakeholders who need to be notified of any 
change quickly. 

- Federal / foundation program officers, Governor, 
primary partners etc.



- Accounts for governance and fiscal administrative 
aspects of organization (D&O insurance, banking, credit 
cards, etc). 

- Administrative calendar of major activities (i.e., crucial 
deadlines).

- Major grants, reports, paychecks, taxes, insurance, 
leases. 

- Performance reviews, events, staff meetings.



1. Key to the CEO offices desk, file cabinets. Keys to office 
itself!

2. Folder / list of all passwords for critical accounts. This can 
be encrypted but needs to be somewhere. 
a. You would be surprised how many tools are in the ED’s 

name with her common password. Think Google, bill 
pay, Lexis Nexis, etc etc. 

b. Founders especially!
3. Back up computer files if not on cloud. 

Keep offsite



Thank you and 
good luck!
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