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Q  I’ve served as the CEO of a small nonprofit for the past 
10 years. During this time a number of factors –  including 
the economy, changes in programs dictated by the strategic 
plan, and advances in technology – have driven several 
reorganizations.
As a result, there have been many personnel changes, 
including staff being moved into new positions or 
transitioned out of the organization. I’ve made every effort 
to help employees who were affected by these changes. I’ve 
also remained friendly with most of the former staff.
In recent weeks, I’ve discovered something surprising. I’ve 
learned that when I’m out of town on business or vacation, 
former employees are coming to the office to see colleagues, 
and that this has been happening routinely for years. 
While I think it’s great that employees have stayed in touch 
and supportive of one another, it’s disconcerting to me that 
former staff members are dropping by only when I’m away 
from the office and that current employees consistently 
“fail to mention” the visits either before or after they occur. 
Rather, I learn of them second or third hand or, as in the 
most recent incident, when a question arose and a staff 
member replied, “Well, when Jane stopped by to visit while 
you were gone, she said . . . .”
I’m trying to be understanding and supportive, yet there’s 
part of me that feels uncomfortable with people stopping 
by like this. I’m also a little uncomfortable with current 
staff being less than forthcoming about it. What are your 
thoughts on this situation? 

A  Your discomfort is understandable. You’ve bent over 
backwards to help former employees transition into other 
work, you’ve remained friendly with them, and they come 
back only when you’re away. Neither they nor your current 
staff have volunteered that this is happening, let alone 
on a regular basis. On some level you must be wondering 
about the nature of the visits given that everyone is being 
so secretive. 

My guess is that there is little going on here besides the fact 
that these are social calls occurring during work hours and 
people are feeling a little guilty about that. I say this because 
you’ve learned that the visits have been going on for years 
and you haven’t noticed any reduction in work levels or 
respect – at least you haven’t mentioned any. 
Still, I would definitely raise this issue with your staff in a 
meeting. I would share that you’re happy they’ve formed such 
tight bonds that they want to maintain these connections 
even after someone leaves. That sort of friendship makes 
for the strong working relationships that have sustained 
your organization through all the turbulence. However, 
even more essential to a good relationship is trust, and 
right now you’ve lost some of that trust because, while you 
don’t believe anything untoward is going on, you do have 
to wonder why these visits only occur while you are away 
and you’re never told about them. 
It might not hurt to remind employees that they have a 
duty of loyalty to the organization that prohibits them 
talking about the organization’s activities with people who 
no longer work there, even though these individuals are 
probably naturally and sincerely interested. Even if your 
employees don’t talk about organizational matters, their 
old colleagues might see something confidential sitting out 
on a desk, or overhear private information being discussed 
in an adjoining cubicle. 
I might ask staff members whether they’ve considered 
liability issues that could arise if something should happen 
and these visitors had no legitimate reason for being there. 
You would be in an untenable position – responsible for the 
situation despite having no prior knowledge of the visitors’ 
presence. 
Since you’ve always treasured your relationship with these 
people, perhaps you could arrange an organization-wide 
event to which you invite all former staff members. You 
could do so every quarter or at whatever interval seems 
most appropriate to you. Maybe it’s a birthday party for 
everyone who has had a birthday since the last get-together, 

Is It OK for Former Staff 
to Visit on the Sly?
What	should	you	do	if	ex-employees	
keep	stopping	in	while	you’re	away?

ask the experts

“Have staff members 
considered liability issues?”

http://www.nonprofitworld.org


july / august / september  2021  nonprofitworld.org  |  7

ask the experts

a holiday party, or even a happy hour if that isn’t inconsistent 
with your mission.
You can assure your employees that you’re not trying to 
dictate who they can see, or when. You’re just asking that, 
if they wish to go to lunch with former staff, they meet at 
the door.
I would be very clear that, while they couldn’t have known 
your feelings on this issue before, they do now. If you find 
that someone doesn’t adhere to these requests in the future, 
you’ll take quick and decisive action because this would 
be a betrayal of your trust. I would then codify this in a 
written policy.
Finally, raise this issue with the former employees as well. 
Call each one individually. I might start off with expressing 
regret that you’ve missed the opportunity to see them when 
they’ve stopped by in the past and that you’re glad to know 
they formed such tight bonds while they were part of your 
organization. 
If you decide to host get-togethers, this would be a good time 
to let them know that they’re invited and you sincerely hope 
that they’ll be able to join you. I would go on to say that for 
many reasons, you now have a new policy that closes off 
your building to visitors – even those who used to work 
there – and you trust that they’ll understand.
All this stated firmly, with warmth and some humor, should 
be accepted without too much grumbling. If you find it’s not, 
you have a much larger problem than ex-employees visiting 
while you’re away.

– Terrie Temkin, Ph.D., Founding Principal, 
CoreStrategies for Nonprofits, Inc. (terriet@

nonprofitmanagementsolutions.com) and editor of You 
and Your Nonprofit Board: Advice and Practical Tips 

from the Field’s Top Practitioners, Researchers and 
Provocateurs (charitychannel.com)

W H AT ’ S  U P  O N L I N E ?
Would you like to discuss some of the issues 

addressed in Nonprofit World with other nonprofit 
professionals?  Do you have questions to ask or 
expertise of your own to share?  

Society for Nonprofits  is actively engaged on 
LinkedIn, Facebook and Twitter.  Find us on your 
favorite  social  media  platform  by  visiting 
social.snpo.org

If you have any questions, contact Jason Chmura 
at jchmura@NonprofitWorld.org

please get in touch...
We would love to hear your response to anything in 
Nonprofit World, your comments about any 
aspect of the nonprofit sector, and your concerns 
about your daily work. Please get in touch in any of 
the following ways:

Drop us a note at: Letters to the Editor, 
Nonprofit World, P.O. Box 44173, Madison, 
Wisconsin 53744-4173.

E-mail to: muehrcke@charter.net

Please include your name, organization, address, 
phone number, and e-mail address. If you’d like 
your comments to appear anonymously, please let 
us know. We look forward to hearing from you!
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