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Present:  Megan Camp, Marta Ceroni, Barbara McAndrew, Meg Harris, Ned McMahon, 
Patricia Preston, Will Raap, David Walker, Beth Sachs, Louis Siegel, Fran Stoddard, 
Brenda Torpy, Bob Lawson, Jackie McMakin. Fran facilitated the meeting. 
 
This was a lively topic for all participants who started by sharing burning 
questions/topics.   Here’s a sampling: 
 

• Role of founder/previous leader/lame duck issues 

• Financial viability of an organization whose major funding has been dependent 
on charismatic leader; how can a “new face” be successful in raising funds? 

• Necessity of being frank about current leaders’ strengths AND weaknesses as 
you define new leadership needs. 

• How to cultivate young leadership. 

• Timing – when should the leader leave? 

• How to keep alive our historic legacy? 

• Merging as a chance to re-make the organization when leadership transition is 
needed. 

• How build transition readiness in our organizations in an ongoing way? 
 
Brenda framed the topic.  Many mission driven organizations were started in the 60’s 
and now are facing leadership transition.  A lot of consolidation is going on.  No matter 
how difficult, devoted work on leadership transition is essential to sustainability.   We 
need to dig in and do this well.   
 
This was followed by a panel with Will, Beth and Brenda. Their first person experience 
was invaluable and stimulated discussion.   It was acknowledged that this is a touchy 
topic and confidentiality is necessary.  Here’s a summary of points made stated in 
general terms.   
 
Four Bases to Cover: 
 
1.  Leader:  It is a challenge for leaders to step down or find a new role in the 
organization.  A handy tool for needed self evaluation is “Am I still the leader this agency 
needs?” in the article by Tom Wolfred Building Leaderful Organizations. Shared 
leadership is practiced in most of our organizations.   Be aware of who is part of the 
leadership ecosystem and aware of how their strengths and weaknesses interact and 
what is needed to fill gaps.   DISC is one model for understanding leadership styles: 

• D = driver 

• I = interactive 

• S = support 



• C = calculator (financial strengths) 
Different styles are needed at different stages in the organization.   Know the stage your 
organization is in: 

• Growth 

• Maintenance 

• Re-launch 

• Re-invention 
An objective process is needed to evaluate performance and organizational needs. 
It is tough to walk away from the influence gained as an accomplished leader but it is 
essential if sustainability is the goal.  It involves figuring what you want to do AFTER you 
step away.  
 
2.  Board:  Most boards probably need help in learning their role in a smooth tradition 
and also in making the decisions involved.  This may be a first time experience for many 
board members. 
 
3.  Staff:  Likewise staff needs help in preparing and going through a transition.   They 
gain practice in this as each team leader prepares their staff to replace them.   
 
4.  Culture:   The more defined the values and goals are, the easier the transition, 
because people are accountable to those and not just to the people involved.  Cultivate 
the people who “hold” the culture.  Meet with them to figure out ways to introduce 
culture-building actions within the organization. Identify cultural values that need 
attention, invite speakers to address these, think of actions that will help.  Build in 
leadership cultivation and transition preparedness as an ongoing part of the 
organizations’ life.  Include culture strength as part of strategic plan. See “Building Your 
Company’s Vision” by James C Collins & Jerry I. Porras from Harvard Business Review. 
 
Good help is available.   Here are some resources mentioned: 
 
1.  Consultant:  Can bring up tough questions and issues and provide guidance.  Several 
folks mentioned how useful an outside person can be. 
2.  Training:  Harvard’s Kennedy School Leadership training prepared one person to  
strengthen the whole management dimension of the organization so that it was better 
prepared to plan a smooth transition. 
3.   Reading:  Tom Wolfred Managing Executive Transitions:  A Guide for Nonprofits. 
 

Resources 
 

Building Leaderful Organizations:  Succession Planning for Nonprofits, Executive 
Transition Monograph Series, The Annie Casey Foundation. 
Building Your Company’s Vision, James C. Collins and Jerry I. Porras 
Prepare for the Day You Step Away, Evergreen Journal 


