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As millions of people retire, many nonprofit 
organizations are losing their beloved founders or 
long-term executive directors. Replacing the person 
synonymous with the organization (and its successes) 

can be challenging. 
Board members tasked with finding the “perfect successor” 
often find it difficult to separate the individual from the 
institution. Therefore, the search process hinges on board 
members reframing their thinking to find the next leader 
who will help drive positive change.
While it may be difficult to imagine an organization 
without its long-time leader at the helm, if done carefully 
and strategically, it’s possible to recast this situation as an 
opportunity for the board to honor the leader’s legacy while 
simultaneously positioning the next leader for success. 
Tips to successfully manage this potentially tricky transition 
include:

Expect This to Be Emotional
Saying good-bye to a long-time, beloved leader is hard. 
It’s human nature to resist change and crave stability, 
so a leadership transition often involves feelings of 
sadness, stress, and uncertainty. Employees may fear the 
unknown, worrying that the new leader will have a different 

management style, want to build a new team, and make 
large changes.

Think Big Picture
Begin by asking these questions: 
•  What are your organization’s highest-priority goals? 

Do you want to boost fundraising, recover from a deficit, 
create a better operational model, increase diversity, 
strengthen your endowment? 

•  What kind of leader will help your organization 
get where it needs to go? What strengths, skills, and 
experience will help your organization grow, thrive, and 
reach its most vital, high-priority goals?

Avoid Leader 2.0
The organization’s mission may be so affiliated with the 
leader’s ideas and vision that it can be difficult to envision 
replacement. The board and staff often want the exact same 
type of leader but that’s not necessarily the right move. 
Leadership needs change as an organization evolves; 
organizations require different leaders at different moments. 
For example, a leader who excels in a start-up phase may 
require a successor who is geared toward stabilizing systems 
after a period of growth. Recognize that change can be 
valuable in driving an organization to its next successful 
chapter.

Fix the Flaws 
Long-time leaders are likely doing a solid job overall, but may 
have some flaws that the organization has overlooked over 
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the years. Perhaps the leader was outgoing and personable, 
great at engaging stakeholders and donors, but not great 
at business and operations. Or the leader may have been a 
brilliant visionary with amazing ideas yet not an effective 
day-to-day leader. 
Take a hard look at the departing leader’s weak spots. 
Embrace the opportunity to bring on a new leader who has 
the strengths your organization may have been lacking.

Gain Fresh Perspective
When leaders are in place for a long time (10 years or 
more), they can become more “stuck in their ways” and 
less adaptable to change. This inertia is common. Everyone 
in the long-term leader’s sphere tends to react to new ideas 
by saying or thinking, “But this is how we’ve always done 
things.” 
Becoming stagnant can prevent organizations from reaching 
their full potential. New leaders, with fresh ideas, energy, 
and perspective, can help organizations evolve, grow, and 
reach new levels of success.

Talk to the Team
Have honest conversations with the board and staff at all 
levels. Find allies who recognize and support the need for 
change. Ask the team: 
•  What’s working, and what gaps need to be filled? 
•  What do you envision for the organization’s future? 
•  With the right leader, what will be different in five 

years and what will be the same?
•  What are we proud of and want to retain? Growth? 

Diversity? Social responsibility? 
•  Is the organization’s mission still relevant? 
•  What needs to change? 

Let Go of Fear
The board and staff may panic when they hear their long-
time leader is leaving. They may worry about losing the 
leader’s institutional knowledge, strong relationships, 
and familiar leadership style. Yes, your leader has a great 
network, deep knowledge of the organization and its history, 
and a passion for its mission. Change is hard and scary but 
it doesn’t have to be bad. 
You’ll be better off in the long run by staying positive. Trust 
that your new leader will be fully capable of doing great work, 
and will bring new vision, inspiration, and contacts to help 
the organization’s continued success. Give your new leader 
the opportunity to succeed. 

Celebrate the Departing Leader 
Acknowledge and honor the long-term leader’s legacy and 
accomplishments in memorable and meaningful ways. 
Provide a final “victory lap,” with events, tributes, and 

accolades over the course of several months, to place a well-
deserved spotlight on the departing leader. Then, encourage 
a graceful exit. 
You may be tempted to keep the former leader involved in 
some way. As a general rule, however, leaders shouldn’t 
have an active role in the organization (or on its board) 
immediately after they leave. Continued involvement by 
ex-leaders can make it awkward and difficult for successors.
While it can be challenging to separate the individual 
from the institution, know that your long-time leader 
isn’t synonymous with the organization and its future. A 
new leader can bring valuable skills, experience, contacts, 
and perspective to help your organization thrive moving 
forward.  
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Embrace Something New
Help everyone in your organization welcome 
leadership change by sharing articles such as these at 
NonprofitWorld.org:

What to Do Before a Long-Term Leader Departs (Vol. 30, 
No. 5)

Overcome People’s Resistance with These Steps 
(Vol. 38, No. 3)

Why Wisdom Is Being Lost – and How You Can Capture 
It (Vol. 27, No. 6)

Before You Hire an Executive Search Consultant (Vol. 13, 
No. 6)

Founder’s Syndrome: How Founders & Their 
Organizations Recover (Vol. 16, No. 6)

Risk & Your Brain (Vol. 38, No. 4)

Match Your Change Strategy to Your Organization’s 
Maturity (Vol. 21, No. 5)

Grounded Visioning: A Quick Way to Create Shared 
Visions (Vol. 26, No. 4)

Why Succession Planning Is an Outdated Concept – & 
What to Do Instead (Vol. 40, No. 1)

Will & Vision: Keys to Advancing Your Organization 
(Vol. 26, No. 2)

The Board Member’s First Duty: Accountability (Vol. 18, 
No. 6) 

How to Tap into Purpose to Motivate People (Vol. 38, 
No. 2)

http://www.nonprofitworld.org
http://www.koyapartners.com
http://www.NonprofitWorld.org

