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ONE WORD SUMS UP 
PROBABLY THE 

RESPONSIBILITY OF ANY 
VICE PRESIDENT, 

AND THAT ONE WORD IS
 'TO BE PREPARED‘

DAN QUAYLE
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● Baby Boomers are 72% of all nonprofit leaders
● There has been little change in the racial makeup of nonprofit 

leadership: remains stuck at <20% for past 15 years

“The results call into question the common assumption that to 
increase the diversity of nonprofit leaders, People of Color need 
more training. The findings point to a new narrative. To increase the 
number of People of Color leaders, the nonprofit sector needs to 
address the practices and biases of those governing nonprofit 
organizations.” (Building Movement Project, 2017)



FRASER NELSON

Warning:
Long term CEO and Founder 
transitions have more impact 
and are more complex
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Remember this is personal
 
It is in many ways about you 
- and the organization you 
think of as ‘yours’



02The goals



FRASER NELSON

1. The most qualified person is 
always running the 
organization

2. There are clear guidelines and 
options for actions when action 
is necessary



Transition starts 
when an CEO 
announces departure 
and continues 
through the first 
anniversary of new 
leader

Two major 
components:
Organization:  Work to 
assess, renew, & redevelop as 
needed
Leadership:  Work to identify 
leadership needs, to find the 
right fit & to support the new 
leader
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What have been the hallmarks of 
a good transition you 
experienced?
A not so good one?
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Transition is an opportunity (often not taken!) 
for deep organizational reflection 

CEO succession is more successful if:

1. You take a comprehensive, organization development approach

2. The agency has good HR knowledge and application

3. An interim executive is at least considered as part of a 
comprehensive transition plan

50% of all new executive hires fail within 18 months



An opportunity for organizational development
PROS

Addresses issues that may drive 
away new leadership

Increased job satisfaction for 
new leader

Open for change at all levels – 
Board, CEO and staff

Creates a healthier organization

CONS

May be an expensive process

May take longer that expected



Taking an organizational 
assessment approach



1. Assess your strategic framework
- Purpose: Mission, Vision, Values, 

Competitive Advantage

- Assets: Human, Financial, 
Relationships, Reputation, Results

- Impact: Programs, Products  and 
Services

- Culture: Leadership Development, 
especially DEI

Core question: 
How clear and 
solid are our 
fundamentals? 



2. Evaluate your leadership capacity

- Training:For staff and Board

- Policies: For contingency 
(emergency - we will get to that)

- Succession: Get a plan in place

- Staff: Recruitment, retention, 
recognition

Core question: 
How ready are we 
for this change?



3. Develop strategy for significant red-flags

- Leadership: Overly dependent 
on current CEO

- Staff: Weak / no bench, 
disasters, loyalty to person not 
org

- Board: Do not know what they 
are doing, complacent, tied to 
CEO

Core question: 
What can we fix 
before we go to 
market?



Assessing the staff implications

1. Who are the real assets to any new CEO?

- What professional development do they need?
- Can you help people stay?

2. Is there anyone on staff now qualified and interested?

- or (worse yet) interested and NOT qualified?

3. Are there people who you would not want to inherit?

- Have you told them? Are you avoiding it?



RENEW

Dissolve

Decline
Stabilize

Begin / 
Grow



Homework If you were to announce 
your transition today, 
what would you say the 
organization needs to 
do:
- To stabilize
- To grow
- To renew

Core question: If 
you were selecting 
your boss, what 
would you want 
them to be best at?



Common pitfalls
- Lack of documentation 

leading to transition

- Lack of awareness that 
transition was about to occur

- No plan for an interim 
successor

- Poor systems in place -- or 
ignoring what you have! 

- Rushing

- Limiting the candidate pool

- Looking back, not forward

- Not paying attention to the 
outgoing CEO’s role

- Not paying attention to staff 
feelings

- Not communicating with 
stakeholders

- Not supporting the new leader
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Take some time for 
introspection - personal and as 
an organization



Stabilize daily operations and 
assess systems



Develop an organizational 
overview 



Establish a 
transition-management plan. 

Involve staff, not just board 
members. 



Establish a search committee. 
Think about the role of staff and 
stakeholders.

Note ‘search’. Hiring is the job of 
the Board. 



Address the needs of the 
departing leader. 
Don’t forget about those of the 
remaining staff.



Develop or revise the position 
profile. 
What are you bringing to the 
market? 
What skills do you really need? 
Be honest!



Develop a competitive 
compensation and benefits 
package. 



Establish a welcoming 
committee now, otherwise you 
will forget. Involve staff. 



Recruit, interview and make an 
offer to your new CEO. More on 
that later.



Work with the new CEO to set 
stretch but attainable and 
demonstrative 30, 90, 180 day 
goals. 



The role of the search committee

● Designs and oversees the search process
a. Keeps records
b. Manages the transparency and legal accountability of the 

process. Confidentiality is key! 
● Report to the Board or leadership

a. Presents the outcome and recommends at least 1 
qualified candidate  or

b. If the initial search does not produce a qualified candidate, 
revises timeline to extend the search.
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1. Poorly structured hiring process

2. Hiring an inappropriate interim manager

3. Poor strategy or work plan – or ignoring a good one!

4. Unclear job definition / candidate requirement

5. Ignoring employment laws

6. Limiting the applicant pool - expecting a diverse pool without 
outreach and networking

7. Underestimating time and help required

8. Becoming frozen and indecisive; too much process



1. Rushing to hire, especially appointing “obvious” successor

2. Doing reference checks too late to influence finalist selection

3. Money Issues

- Letting money be the key issue or picking the “bargain 
candidate”

- Noncompetitive compensation package

4. Internal Conflict

- Appointing a new executive when the staff is divided  or 
unclear

5. Deceiving candidate about organizational health

6. Special interest pressure



Beware common nonprofit personality traps

- Being snowed by fast talk

- Ignoring bad chemistry, esp with the staff

- Involving staff -- then ignoring their opinions (common!)

- Ignoring local reputation

- Looking only for someone in your circle - “They have to be a ….”

- Looking for a “savior”

- Attempting to hire someone exactly like (or opposite) 
departing executive



Diverse posting and recruitment bring 
in resumes

Compare to criteria
Selection of first qualified round

Screening interviews
Selection of second qualified round

First face to face
Reference calls 

Second face to face
Staff / Board face to face

Feedback
Decision
Accept!
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You do not need to hire someone. Start over.  



Try this at home
- Each table gets 9 blank cards.

- Write on each card a quality / trait that 
your ideal candidate would possess. 

- On the other side write the opposite 
quality.

- Lay down all 9 cards that describe your 
ideal candidate.  

- As a table you must turn three cards over. 

- Which qualities are you be able to let go?

No one is 
perfect



06After the hire

FRASER NELSON



BEFORE EMPLOYMENT BEGINS

● Party for the departing CEO

● Send a welcoming letter

● Tell staff

● Send a letter to stakeholders

● THEN Press 

● Brief on strategic information

● Familiarize with facilities/ 
policies and procedures

● Schedule any needed training
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SOON THEREAFTER

● Host  event (s) to introduce 
the new leader

● Set very clear goals for first 
30, 90 and 180 days
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