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Guide to Succession 
Planning for Nonprofit 

Organizations
A quick start framework to start and 

sustain succession planning

Amy Haile
Champions for Children
ahaile@cfctb.org

Webinar Objectives

Understand

Understand the 
guiding 
principles of 
succession 
planning 

Know

Know the key 
strategies to 
execute and 
sustain a quality 
succession plan

Do

Be ready to 
create a 
meaningful 
succession plan 
using an 
adaptable 
framework
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Study Background

Doctorate 
Project

Exploratory  
Study

Qualitative 
Interviews with 

18 Nonprofit 
Chief Executives

Summer 2020

The Research tells us…

The transition of the 
organization’s chief executive 

officer is one of the most 
significant transitions for 
nonprofit organizations

73% of surveyed nonprofit 
organizations have NO written 

succession plan 

Several no-cost tools are 
available that address elements 

of a solid succession plan
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3 Critical Elements of Succession Planning

Emergency 
Succession 
Planning

Leader 
Development

Departure-
Defined

Experts shared three principles

Mission First
Create 

Opportunities
Leadership 

Team Dynamics
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Standard Bearer of the Mission
• Transparency with adequate notice 

Assure Sustainability during Transition
• Assures systems are in place  for critical 

operational functions

Legacy
• “leave the place better than whence you 

found it…so it can continue to grow”

Self-Awareness
• Reflect and objective perspective

Mission First

LeaderDevelopment
• Cultivate a ‘leadership-legacy’

Project Leadership
• “Project leadership is one of the purest 

forms of giving people opportunities to 
demonstrate leadership potential.” 

Specialized Training
• ’Leadership’ skills & financial practices

Create Opportunities
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Shared Leadership
• Invests energy to develop relationships 

that expand the problem-solving capacity
Organizational Sustainability
• Involve other key organization roles and 

conduct annual performance evaluations 
to be mindful of succession planning

Systems Approach
• Organizational leadership is a dynamic 

organism and when one shifts it has an 
impact on the larger system

Team Dynamics

Making the 
Plan Work
Key Tips to Executing a Quality Succession Plan

= Additional resources will be in the Guidebook
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Legacy Planning

Provides a record and 
structure
• CEO’s goals and action plan to leave 

the organization in a better place

• Annual check-in to assess progress 
and guard against burn-out

• Opportunity to engage an 
independent, neutral and objective 
third party such as an Executive 
Coach

“Whatever you choose to do, leave 

tracks. That means don’t do it just for 

yourself. You will want to leave the world 

a little better for your having lived.”  

Ruth Bader Ginsburg

Communication Plan

Communication is intentional 
and continuous before, during & 
after

• Key organizational stakeholders 
(employees, Board of Directors, 
key funders) 

• Create a plan of the steps that 
are periodically reviewed and 
updated
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Use of Interim CEO

Internal vs. External

• Allow time for the CEO Search

• Provide short-term operating 
support

• Prepare for a major change or 
merger

Board Executive Committee
• Increase frequency to lend 

support

Search Committee

Committee Members

• Identify members and process 

Create Search Framework

• Identify skills and expertise

• Culture disruption vs. maintenance

• Incoming CEO reputation

• Merger option
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Employment Agreement

Continuity
• Assure continuity for senior 

positions

Notice
• Stipulate required notice

Incentives
• Specialized training 
• Deferred compensation incentives

Onboarding CEO

More likely to be first time CEO

• Create a plan to introduce the CEO 
to the internal and external 
stakeholders

• Identify how the incoming CEO will 
be supported to develop necessary 
skills

• Support with an executive coach 
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CEO Transition

Organization Change
• Suspend major organizational 

changes

Overlap between CEOs
• Offsite & available to assist with 

logistics and stakeholders
• 1 to 4 weeks

Technical Assistance
• Departing CEOs on a retainer in an 

advisory capacity

Minimum Notice

Retirement
• 6 months to 2 years

Resignation
• Minimum of 90 days

Transition
• Departing CEO on a ‘retainer’
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Supporting Structures

Emergency Planning
• Annual Risk Assessment, Board 

Policies and Key Lists

Annual Review

• Minimize perceived threat by 
making it a routine review

Legacy Check-In

• Routine review with executive coach

Existing 
Frameworks
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A Collection of Publicly 
Available Tools & Resources

Sample Succession Plan 
developed by the 
Association of Baltimore 
Area Grantmakers
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Sample Plan 
Table of Contents
• Rationale
• Plan Implementation 
• Priority Functions of the Executive 

Director
• Plan in the event of a temporary, 

planned or unplanned absence –
SHORT TERM

• Plan in the event of a temporary, 
unplanned absence – LONG TERM

• Plan in the event of a PERMANENT 
unplanned absence

• Approvals and maintenance of record 

Absence Type

Temporary Unplanned

Short-term Long-term
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Emergency Planning

Key Planning 
Strategies

Key Response 
Strategies

Board’s Role 

Standing Appointments

Executive 
Director

Associate 
Director

Chief Financial 
Officer
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Temporary Staffing Strategy
Temporary Staffing Strategies for  Chief Executive

Communications Plan

30

31



November 2020

15

Departure Defined

Update Full Board

Recruit

Revise Job Description 

Enact Search Committee 

Interim Executive Director? 

Leader Development
Strategic priorities for leadership development 
through an equity lens

Annual Performance Evaluations

Support high- performing teams

Cultivate relationships with external stakeholders

Develop awareness of financial management 
systems 
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Approval & Review

Succession 
Plan Approval

Signatories

Financial 
Considerations

Regulatory & Compliance 
Requirements

Annual review to assure 
the organization 
maintains regulatory 
compliance
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Inventory of Planning 
Documents

Conduct an inventory 
of the key 
organizational 
planning documents 

Board Calendar

Calendars are a 
helpful tool to assure 
processes stay in 
place
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Senior Staff Calendar

Calendars are a 
helpful tool to assure 
processes stay in 
place

External Relationships

• .

Annually document the 
list of partners and 
which employee is 
responsible for that 
relationship
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How to Start…
1.Start with a risk prevention and 

create an emergency plan

•Board Policy on Delegation of 
Authority, Document Protocols, Back-
Up Signatories 

2.Adapt an existing framework to 
grow leader development

3.Begin regular conversations with 
organization leadership and begin 
legacy planning

In Closing…

•Questions

•Follow-up Survey

•Resources

•Guidebook coming…
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