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A few months ago, the execu-
tive director of a small arts 
nonprofit felt a crisis coming 

on.
He enjoyed his work immensely 

but wasn’t sure if the organization 
was the best vehicle for the kind of 
art he wanted to produce. Rather 
than bottling up his concerns, he 
brought them to his board mem-
bers, who were supportive of his ef-
forts to reconcile his artistic vision 
with the requirements of his posi-
tion.

Still, it left the board with an un-
settling question: “What do we do if 
he leaves?”

Avoid the pitfalls of Departure
When a nonprofit leader leaves 

unexpectedly, it’s a crisis point that 
—if handled poorly—can jeopar-
dize an organization’s operation. 
But organizations that prepare for 

the unexpected find that succession 
planning eases transitions.

The reasons for a leader’s de-
parture affect an organization’s re-
sponse to it. Executives leaving for 
personal reasons provoke different 
questions than if they move to a 
competing organization. Moreover, 
an unforeseen health condition or 
death will add emotions of concern 
and grief to the situation.

If you’re left without a leader, don’t 
rush to action. Take your time, giv-
ing people the chance to talk about 
what’s happened and come to terms 
with it. Communicate honestly with 
everyone, including paid and volun-
teer staff, board members, funders, 
and the community. 

the role of the interim Executive 
Director

Appointing an interim director 
during the transition can help en-

sure stability and maintain the con-
fidence of your stakeholders. Ide-
ally, this person will function both 
as an executive director, leading the 
organization, and as a consultant, 
providing an external, neutral opin-
ion on both process and substance.  
An interim is helpful during both 
planned, non-confrontational tran-
sitions and more volatile situations 
that involve firing an executive di-
rector. The board should require the 
interim leader to do the following:

•  Keep the day-to-day operations 
of the organization moving for-
ward.

•  Provide leadership for staff, who 
may be worried about the future. 
Keep morale high.

•  Assess financial stability, finan-
cial controls, and financial prac-
tices.

•  Evaluate the organizational 
structure and all internal man-
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agement practices.
•  Analyze program strengths and 

weaknesses.
•  Provide consulting guidance to 

the board.
•  Stabilize operations and the or-

ganization’s reputation to help 
attract good candidates for the 
new executive director position.

When hiring the interim director, 
it’s best to work with a contract pe-
riod of at least three months, with 
negotiable renewal periods. You’ll 
need three or four months to attract 
candidates, arrange interviews, and 
negotiate an offer. The hiring pro-
cess may take even longer if the or-
ganization is perceived by potential 
candidates as being in disarray. An 
interim can continue to make orga-
nizational changes that make the 
job more desirable to candidates. 

Done thoughtfully, the search 
process can turn a potential crisis 
into an opportunity to focus your 
mission and serve your community. 

Appointing an interim executive di-
rector will give you time to engage 
in self-analysis as you search for a 
replacement. Your work during this 
period can result in a greater aware-
ness of your organization’s strengths 
and challenges and a shared vision 
of where you want to go. 

the Big picture: Succession 
planning

The best leadership succession 
plan ensures continuity, builds a 
legacy, and leads to an orderly tran-
sition. The key is to build a solid 
foundation well in advance of the 
actual succession date. Here are es-
sential strategies:

•  Make sure all the organization’s 
leaders, including board mem-
bers and senior managers, col-
laborate to develop a plan for ex-
iting and incoming leaders. 

•  Set up a board-appointed search 
committee that could include 
staff representation. Have this 
committee examine the organi-
zation’s vision. The vision state-
ment should describe the orga-
nization in five years and the 
qualities required of a CEO to 
lead toward that vision.

•  Build the senior team’s business 
and leadership skills.

•  Plan the development and reten-
tion of key staff.

•  Document procedures to support 
the effective transfer of knowl-
edge.

Be sure that new leaders 
fit into your culture. 

If you’re left without a 
leader, don’t rush to 

action. 

•  Implement a strategic plan that 
includes succession planning.

•  Identify gaps between required 
leadership and existing talent.

•  Decide if a new leader can be 
promoted from within or if an 
external search is required.

•  Evaluate your organization’s cul-
ture, and be sure that new lead-
ers fit into this culture.

No succession plan will answer 
all the questions that come up af-
ter a leader leaves. But a good plan 
will give people confidence that the 
most important answers have been 
considered. 

Priscilla rosenwald (prose@lead 
recruit.com) is founder and principal 
of Leadership recruiters, an executive 
search firm specializing in recruitment 
and development of executive talent 
for nonprofit organizations (www.
leadrecruit.com).
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