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Introduction
Who will be the next CEO of your organization?

That question lies behind the idea of succession planning, which is a popular topic across the not-for-profit sector.
Although popular, this topic is one that boards and executives find difficult to address. Succession planning is about
executive transition. The topic can be threatening when the board opens the conversation and unsettling if the CEO does
Sso.

The purpose of this issue of Board Works is to de-bunk the myths surrounding the topic, set it in a larger context of
leadership and governance for not-for-profit organizations, and outline a few suggestions to help both the board chair and
CEO engage in meaningful and productive conversation.

Broad Definitions

An organization can experience executive transitions in two ways - either unanticipated or anticipated. I'll illustrate both
and then turn to the kind of planning that is appropriate with each. Good succession planning lays the foundation for
smooth executive transitions.

Unanticipated transitions might result from precipitating event that leaves the current CEO incapable of further service.
Such transitions can be sparked by a surprise resignation, critical illness, or termination of the CEO by the board. In these
cases the board needs to have in place an emergency succession plan, which can provide maximum support to the
organization and minimize negative dynamics. The core elements of such a plan appear below.

Anticipated executive transitions are the result of a retirement, resignation with appropriate notification, or a board’s
non-renewal of contract and an agreed-upon exit plan. The fundamental characteristic of these circumstances is that the
board and CEO have time to anticipate the transition and to plan wisely in order to navigate the issues that are part of the

process.

Key features of an emergency succession plan
The organization will benefit from the CEO and board working together to put into place an emergency succession plan
that includes these elements:
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Additional resources are available at www.mhsonline.org (cont’d on Page 2)




Succession Planning (cont’d)

Key features of an anticipated executive transition

The CEO can facilitate the process of planning for an executive transition. The CEO can:
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new leadership, it can continue to fulfill its mission effectively, especially if the organization’s stakeholders - its owners, staff
members, and clients - know that the board has already thought about and adopted a sound executive transition plan.
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*Sources: Thomas Tierney, “The Leadership Deficit”; Annie E. Casey Foundation, Nonprofit Executive Leadership and Transitions Survey; Jeanne Bell, Richard Moyers, Timothy
Wolfred, “Daring to Lead 2006”; and CompassPoint Nonprofit Services and The Meyer Foundation.



